Guide to Sports Card Collecting   The History of Collecting    By John Cook 
Sports card collecting is a hobby that attracts a wide audience, with substantial numbers of collectors of all ages. One can start and build a collection for relatively little or one can spend millions of dollars and possess some of the greatest cards every made. There is room in the hobby for everyone.  Most sports cards were originally promotional items given out by tobacco companies to promote their products.  In the 1930s, the tobacco was replaced by gum and the cards became more of the focus, as companies such as Goudey and Play Ball produced cards. It wasn't until after the Second World War that cards began to be produced by companies on a regular basis, first with Bowman in 1948, then with Topps in 1951.  Topps was the only card company from 1956 through 1980 after it acquired Bowman. In 1981, Fleer and Donruss entered the market, as did Upper Deck in 1989. Since the late 1980s, there has been an explosion of card sets, with each of the four card companies producing dozens of sets in each sport under a variety of labels and set names. 
What to Collect:  Prior to the late 1980s, deciding what to collect was a simpler affair. One could afford to buy most new sets that came out and spend their time collecting older items to fill in their collection. Since the explosion of new sets, however, collectors must be a lot choosier. Many people only buy one or two new sets per year. Some only collect individual players.  Some of the most popular type of cards to collect are:

· Rookie Cards - The first card of a particular player is usually the most valuable card of that player.  From the 1940s through the 1970s, it was easy to decide which particular card was the "rookie" because in most cases there was only one card of a particular player produced each year. Over the last 20 years, however, there has usually been more than one card and often dozen, even for a new player in their first year. Generally, most of these cards will be considered "rookies" and be worth more than an average card, but will differ between each other in price based on the quality and scarcity of the set and the quality of the card, among other factors.  Invariably, there is one card for each player that is the most desirable for collectors, both in terms of price and quantity sold and that card is generally considered to be the "rookie" for a given player.

· Inserts - The latest fad to take over card collecting has been the insert. These limited edition cards, sometimes containing signatures of players and sometimes containing pieces of jerseys, bats, gloves, bases, and other sports equipment, are put into packs in limited quantities. These individual cards can sometimes sell for thousands of dollars the moment they leave the pack. In addition, there is a recent trend to take older cards and insert them into packs as well, many cards worth thousands in the secondary card market.  This practice of inserting cards has come under some scrutiny from attorney general's office in some states because of the perception that it is really gambling, spending a small amount of money to get a really big prize, but so far it doesn't seem to have diminished interest in insert cards.

· Complete Sets - While it is harder than ever for new cards, many collectors started out by collecting complete sets and many still do today. This is particularly prevalent in cards before 1981, but also with several newer sets (such as Topps Heritage) that have particular interest for collectors.  Starting in the late 1980s this became more difficult due to the explosion in the number of sets, as well as the explosion of insert cards. Since inserts are limited production cards, completing a newer set that has inserts can be very expensive. For many vintage collectors, however, it is still the norm.

· Unopened - Unopened packs have always had the allure of the unknown. While new packs once were relatively cheap unless they contains a key rookie, that is not the case today, due to the prevalence of inserts. New unopened packs can range anywhere in cost from $1-$100 and vintage unopened packs from the 1950s and earlier can easily go for thousands of dollars. 

· Player/Card Desirability - The biggest key to card prices, invariably, is the player on the card. While scarcity and condition are key things to consider when determining prices, it is ultimately the desirability of the player on the card that is the determinant of price. Player desirability is a product of many factors.  Just like stocks, the most important thing in determining the attractiveness of a player is numbers.  Above all else, it is the attaining of career and individual records and enshrinement in the Hall of Fame that drives prices. Beyond this, players with special significance or special regional identification will generally attract more money.  Also just like stocks, the newer the player (or the company), the riskier the investment.  However, they can also result in your biggest gains.  The biggest key to card prices, invariably, is the player on the card. While scarcity and condition are key things to consider when determining prices, it is ultimately the desirability of the player on the card that is the determinant of price. Player desirability is a product of many factors.  
1. The most popular baseball player to collect from the 1950s and 1960s is Mickey Mantle. While Mantle is universally acknowledged as a great ball player, it was his time playing in New York and becoming the idol of most every American boy that has accounted for his longevity.  In baseball, there are more collectors of the Yankees than any other team and it is the number of Yankees collectors, compared to other teams, that has propelled Mantle prices.
2. The second most collectible baseball player of the 1950s and 1960s, interestingly enough, is Roberto Clemente. While Clemente was a great ballplayer, it is surprising that he ranks above players like Willie Mays and Hank Aaron, particularly given their numbers in relation his.  But there are other factors at work with Clemente. First of all, there was the tragic story of his death in 1972 on a relief mission. More importantly, there was his role as the first great Latin ballplayer, leading the way for many of the game's finest players in future generations. Clemente is more valuable than Mays and Aaron because he is considered more than a baseball player (although he was a sure Hall of Famer on the field). He is considered an icon for Spanish speaking ballplayers.
3. In the 1970s and 1980s, the most popular player to collect is Nolan Ryan. Ryan is an interesting case of another player who broke the mold. While many would argue than Ryan was not the most effective pitcher of his generation, his 5,000+ strikeouts and, more importantly, his 7 no-hitters, 3 more than anyone in history, are the stuff of legends. Ryan pitched his 6th and 7th no-hitters while in his forties, a time when he astounded most observers by his effectiveness at such an advanced age. For his truly unique accomplishments, Ryan stands alone and commands a price like few others.
4. The hottest players of the 1980s and 1990s have been Cal Ripken Jr. and whomever has been hitting the most home runs (Barry Bonds, Ken Griffey, Jr., Mark McGwire, Sammy Sosa). Ripken's cards owe much of their value to "The Streak", but there is another aspect to Cal's career that makes him a long-term hold, namely his redefining of the shortstop position. Long considered a defensive position, Cal turned it into the most important position on the field defensively AND offensively. If it were not for Cal, Jeter, A-Rod, and Nomar might have all been outfielders. While all three may put up better career offensive stats than Cal, they would not be there without him.
5. The home run attraction first began in 1991 when Cecil Fielder became the first man to hit 50 home runs in a season since 1977. It really took off in 1998 with the McGwire-Sosa chase and again in 2001 with Bonds' monster season, but may be seeing its end with the recent steroids scandal. Nevertheless, the cards of Bonds, McGwire, Sosa, and Griffey have been driven by one thing, their chance to break Hank Aaron's career home run mark. Of the three active players (McGwire having retired), it is the one who breaks Aaron's record that will ultimately attain the top price and be the benchmark card of the period along with Ripken. If none of them do it, then one should take a long look at A-Rod (or buy more Aaron cards.)     
· Scarcity -   When future Hall of Famer Honus Wagner, lifelong hater of smoking, learned that a tobacco card has been produced with his likeness, he took action to have the card withdrawn from distribution. Only a handful remained in circulation. It is currently the most valuable baseball card in existence due to the desirable of its subject and its great scarcity, perhaps the ultimate example of the scarcity principal at work.  Modern card companies have taken scarcity to a new level with insert cards, cards specifically limited in their production to drive pack sales. It is the scarcity of these inserts (sometimes only 1-5 are made) that ultimately drives their price and the price of their packs and sets.



Guide to Sports Card Collecting READ


Circle and write down all unfamiliar words in the selection


Define those words using context clues in the reading.


Underline 5 key facts or main ideas from the reading; write them on your paper.


Why did Mullany create the wiffleball? Explain why he thought it was necessary?  Site Evidence


Explain how the ball and game got its name, and why no “H” in the word? Site Evidence


Compare and contrast the advertising of the ball and game in the 1950’s with how it would/could be done today.  Justify your answer


Explain what make the ball break and spin – give details and site evidence.
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