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Frank 'Slivers' Oakley
1871-1916

The premier clown of his day, Frank 'Slivers' Oakley starred
as a clown in the Barnum and Bailey circus and a star in vaudeville
with his routine, 'The Baseball Game.' Born in Sweden his family
moved to the U.S. When he was 14 he ran away from home and
joined the circus. Noted as the most famous clown in the world he
had an influence on Charlie Chaplin, Buster Keaton and many
others. He is said to be the first to wear the 'big' clown shoes.
With the popularity of baseball he performed an act that was
about baseball that was extremely popular with the vaudeville
audiences. What a night of entertainment when 'Slivers,' Joe Tinker
and Jimmy Callahan appeared in the same bill.
We find a number of descriptions of 'Slivers' in his baseball
act. On the web site 'Our Game' we find a description of his act:
'Slivers, after setting up a diamond in the center ring of the big
ten,' emerged as a catcher, with his 'bird cage' mask and heavily
padded mitt. He popped his fist in the glove a few times and set up
crouching behind the plate. He feigned receiving a pitch, and then n
the midst of the motion of tossing the horsehide back to his batterymate he suddenly wheeled to argue the call with the imaginary ump.
throwing off the mask, gesticulating wildly and jawing with his

2

adversary. Later he took a turn at bat, and, after working the count
full, 'it' one in the gap, but was thrown out trying to stretch threebagger into a home run.' Another rhubarb with the umpire ensued.
by all accounts, at this point the crowd watching slivers was
delirious. Once circus memoir of the period references the need for
extra medical personnel because so many in the audience were
passing out from laughter. 'The entire at was in pantomime,' the
writer states. 'No one but Oakley was on the stage,. But so realistic
was very move and gesture, so convincing, that he ever failed to
carry the house.
The Detroit newspaper carried the obituary of Oakley and
gave an account of Oakley's baseball routine:
Probably no one in Detroit who has seen his baseball at will
ever forget it. He appeared in this several times here. it was the best
thing he ever did.
Oakley, with chalked face, baggy trousers faded and torn back and
red striped Jersey, and the famous big feet, slowly came on the
stage. He carried a mask and chest protector and a catcher's mitt.
The stage setting consisted of a deep curtain, showing a bleacher
crowd and the players bench. Oakley hauled out the base bags and
laid out his diamond, taking care to place the bags at propedistance.
Then he returned to the bench to laced on his spiked shoes. this
operation was continually interrupted by an imaginary fan, with
whom he held an imaginary conversation. He finally got the shoes,
protector, mask and glove adjusted and took his station behind the
plate.
At this point Oakley scored his big hit. In crouching to sign the
pitcher, he scraped his fingers in the dust, wiped his hand in the mitt
and next on his trousers, took the delivery started to return the ball
to the pitcher and suddenly pulled back his arm to turn around
quickly, placed both hands on his hips and start an imaginary
argument with an imaginary umpire. he bounced the imaginary ball
on the plate, followed the umpire around wildly, gesticulating, or
tossing up his glove in apparent despair, dusting off the home plate
with his cap to resist any possible existing and remaking shred of
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doubt as is the cause of the argument. finally he returned to his
position. After returning the ball, Oakley came to the plate swinging
a imaginary ball. He took two strikes neither without arguments
with the umpire. With three strikes and too on him he met the next
pitched ball and hit into the territory. He tried to stretch a three
bagger into a home run, and as he slid into the home plate and was
tagged out. He bounced up with as much energy and sudden fury as
some of our best known diamond heroes do at Navin field under
similar circumstances. Here, he engaged in another heated
argument and was ordered off the grounds. 'slivers' slowly returned
to the players' bench. he started to pick up his glove, then
remembered he was thirsty. he strolled over to the water bucket.
First he carefully removed a wad of favorite cut plug from his
mouth, then he drank slowly, meanwhile conversing with a friend
who had apparently called to him from the stands. He returned to
the players' bench slowly and regretfully and began gathering his
armament. having collected his protector, shoes and mitt, his walk
around the clubhouse began. he was interrupted again by a friend in
the stands and stopped to explain to him the great injustice he had
just suffered. The umpire followed him, reiterating his order to
leave the grounds. 'Slivers' turned to argue with the umpire, but was
finally started on his way again, only to remember that he had
forgotten his mask. He returned for this, then made his exit.
The entire act was in pantomime. No one but Oakley was on
the stage. but so realistic was very move and gesture, so convincing,
that he never failed to carry the house. Everything he did had
actually taken place before their eyes in the heat of pennant
winning diamond battles, with high-priced baseball stars as the
principals.
Scranton Truth - May 23, 1905
'Slivers' Frank Oakley, the cleverest clown of them all, in
pantomime gave a baseball game by himself that was quite the
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funniest performance of the show. 'Slivers' has won a standing
among clowns by his original methods, but his baseball game is
quite the best thing that he has yet executed.
Salt Lake Tribune - August 1, 1905 - sliver's greatest stunt.
One of 'Slivers' most amusing stunts is a baseball game, in
which he plays all the characters. This novel act is described as
excruciatingly funny, not only to the baseball fans, but also to those
not particularly interested in the National game.
'Slivers', besides being a clown of great cleverness, has many
original ideas, and, in expressing some of them recently, he said.
Age of lessness
'This is the age of lessness. You have the wireless and horseless
and in the circus fellow we have the speechless.'
The Sun - November 26, 1905
'The Raiders' begins a fortnight's revival at the Hippodrome
tomorrow, preceding with 'A Yankee circus on Mars,' Thompson &
Dundy's Christmas musical extravaganza which will have its
premier on December 11. In the incidental circus tournament
Slivers, the clown, has scored in his solitary baseball game.

September 2, 1906
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December 28, 1908

Kentucky Irish American - July 24, 1909 - Fontaine Ferry Park.
Slivers, the famous baseball clown, who made such a hit here
last year, has added new laurels to his brow at Fontaine Ferry park
this week. His is one of the greatest vaudeville hits on the stage
today, and sets the fans wild.

September 7, 1909

6

Inter Ocean - January 23, 1910 - Trio of diamond stars billed in
baseball week at Majestic. Joe Tinker, Jimmy Callahan and 'Slivers'
Oakley slated as top-liners on 'Fans' program.
That the baseball star is an idol among the fans during the
winter months as well as when the race for a championship is at a
high pitch is evidenced by the program which has been arranged by
the management of the Majestic Theater for this week. some
vaudeville material from among the baseball ranks has been
brought together and the offering named 'baseball week.'
Joe Tinker, Jimmy Callahan and 'Slivers' Oakley are the
diamond heroes to hold the top lines on the bill. Tinker is to give the
skit in which he made such a hit recently at the West side and south
Side, teams he entertained the clubs on rainy afternoons when the
players were complied to stay at their hotel. Some time ago it was
suggested to Callahan that the fans would be pleased to hear these
stories, and he has arranged some of them as a vaudeville number.
'slivers' Oakley is an old time ball player who has made an
excellent reputation as a vaudeville entertainer. his pantomime, A
Baseball Game,' is a clever bit of burlesque on the national pastime.
Inter Ocean - January 23, 1910
Joe Tinker, Jimmy Callahan and 'slivers' Oakley are the
diamond heroes to hold the top lines on the bill. Tinker is to give the
skit in which he made such a hit recently at the Haymarket Theater.
Jimmy Callahan has been engaged to tell the fans some Irish stories,
as well as some of his experiences as a major league baseball player.
Tinker's skit, which is called 'A Great Catch,' is a burlesque on
baseball. Sadie Sherman supports him in the piece, and the pair
bring out many laughable incidents in the national pastime. Miss
Sherman has made quite a reputation in vaudeville, while Tinker
proved that he was 'some actorman' while his performance was
running at the Haymarket.
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major league baseball players swear that Jimmy Callahan is
the king pin story teller.
Evening Star - June 21, 1910 - Hippodrome opens. Act by Silvers,
the clown, evokes laughter. Performance on stage and circus rings
is loudly applauded by large crowd.
When Slivers, the famous clown rowed out n a boat on the ball
field at American league Park last evening to shoot ducks, and
wound up by catching a decoy, taking a swim and walking home
with his boat, there were roars of laughter from an audience that
filled the stands and overflowed the bleachers. But when alone he
played the great American game of baseball, representing n himself
the New York and the Chicago teams, catching behind the bat,
batting, running and sliding the bases and even indulging in a 'talk
fest' with the umpire which resulted in his retirement from the game
and his escort from the grounds under the chaperonage of a blue
coated policeman, the laughter knew no bounds.
This was one of the principal features of an all-star program
presented at its first performance by the great Washington
Hippodrome at the ball grounds. But there were other, many others,
as interesting n their way to make the performance one of the best
exhibitions of outdoor vaudeville ever seen in Washington.

June 28, 1910
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Washington Times - November 21, 1911
'Slivers,' the famous clown, is repeating his success of 'The Ball
Game,' and is as funny as ever in his pantomime stunt of the
diamond.
Salt Lake Tribune - December 6, 1912
Lovers of the national game of baseball are getting all kinds of
wholesome fun at the Orpheum this week with the act of Slivers, the
famous Barnum & Bailey clown 'Slivers' plays one inning in the
field and one at the bat without uttering a single word. At the same
time every play is followed with keen interest. The signals, the
debate with the umpire and all the rest of the incidents connected
with the average hotly contested game are faithfully depicted, much
to the merriment of the assembled fans. In his act, 'Slivers' achieves
the height of pantomomic excellence.

San Francisco Call - October 28, 1912
Frank 'Slivers' Oakley the man who stands in a class by
himself in pantomime, is billed for this week only. Within the last
few years Oakley has made a reputation as a single handed baseball
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team. As a catcher he gives a comedy performance that is
unexcelled. His opening work is amusing to the children, but is a
poor starter for the splendid acting that follows. Either as catcher or
batsman, his acting is a scream.
Salt Lake Tribune - December 1, 1912
'Slivers' the famous clown in his really remarkable wordless
farce 'The Ball Game,' is coming to town to stir the resistibility's of
amusement seekers. His work is said to be nothing short of art and
never fails to receive the reward it deserves. Before a special set
showing a portion of the diamond and bleachers at a ball park, the
comedian plays a one-man ball game, acting every position with
elaborate fidelity. Every play, however, is the signal for a roar of
laughter.
Seattle Star - October 9, 1912
Every spring 'Slivers' Oakley is around the big league training
camps, practicing with the boys and getting pointers for his act,
which has become famous wherever vaudeville meets baseball.
Every summer morning, no matter what town he is in, 'slivers' is out
at the ball park joining in the practice, for baseball players all over
the continent, are his friends. Joe Tinker is his chum and Harry
Davis is his pal. Cliff Blankenship, once Seattle's favorite catcher,
gave Slivers the catcher's mitt that he uses in his act. Tinker's bat,
that knocked the famous home run on the Polo Grounds in 1909
and won a pennant for the cubs, is one of those which Slivers
displays. It has never hit a ball since it drove the famous wallop into
the far center field bleachers of the New York park.
Oakley, out of his clown make-up is a tall, blue-eyed clean-cut
chap, who thinks, talks, lives and acts baseball. also he plays it. he
has caught Rube Waddell's benders, and stood up at bat before
Christy Mathewson's fade-away. when it comes to baseball players,
he knows and loves them all. They are a fine bunch of fellows, says
Slivers.
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Slivers
Oregon Daily Journal - October 13, 1912
'slivers' the famous clown, renowned tjhe world over for his
pantomine, 'The Ball Game,' will appear at the Orpheum tis week in
the vaudeville at that has made him a celebrity in theatredom.
Before a special stage setting showing a baseball ground, bleachers
and all, 'Slivers' portrays the action of
San Francisco Call - October 27, 1912
The famous clown, 'Slivers,' will present his original
pantomime, 'The Ball Game,' this week only. Frank 'Slivers' Oakley
will be pleasantly remembered as one of the greatest comedy hits in
vaudeville. Before a special stage setting showing a baseball ground,
bleachers and all, 'Slivers' portrays the action of every player of the
team and to complete his one-man game he depicts the perennial
fight with the umpire. In real life 'Slivers' is Frank Oakley.
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November 30, 1912

January 7, 1913
Evening World - May 3, 1913
There's an act up at the Palace Theatre this week that has
them all going.
It's baseball n pantomime. there's only one man in the act, and
he's the McGraw of the game. He's the whole thing. Frank Oakley is
his name, but he's 'Slivers' on the bills, and there's nothing that
touches his act in relation to the national pastime since Thayer
wrote 'Casey at the Bat.'
The stage is in darkness when Slivers, as a clown, is injected
into the spotlight. he has a broom, and he carries in the three bags
and a home plate. when the lights go up, the diamond is set, and the
scene is a wonderful production of the grounds. There is the
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grandstand and the bleachers, the bench and all the equipment for
the game, and one man to carry off the entire honors.
Now, if you can figure out how that can be done-well, if you
could you would have done it yourself. With the stage set, slivers
and the orchestra do the rest. The man at the drum makes the
funniest noises, and every noise has its meaning to the trained ear of
the 'fan.' There's a swishing sound when Slivers sweeps the home
plate with his broom, and the sound continues after slivers stops.
slivers looks foolish, and everybody laughs like kids in church, and
you experience a tickled to death feeling. You know it's going to be a
good game, and isn't going to be called on account of darkness.
In the first half of the inning, Slivers is behind the bat, and he
is an ideal backstop. he has all the harness on. he doffs his cap to the
grand stand, and nods familiarity to the bleachers, then someone
say: 'Play ball.'
The first man to the bat fans. But before he does he knocks a
high foul and the catcher is right after it`, but it gets away from him.
The ball is thrown back to him and flump goes its smack as it nestles
in the catcher's glove. Of course, there is no ball. but you known the
ball is there just the same by the sounds and by the catchers'
actions. He signals to the pitcher and tries to put one over on the
umpire by swinging his glove in until it is right behind the plate. The
look of disgust on his face shows that the umpire has called on ball.
The next drive is straight over the plate and the batter is out.
The next man goes out on a high fly. 'Pop!' goes something at the
drum, and the catcher's eye follows the ball far afield and his glance
tells you that the ball has been caught.
The next man makes first, and Sliver's look of amazement
shows that the umpire has erred again in judgment, from the
catcher's viewpoint. Then the runner steals second. the ball is
catapulted down to second, and the catcher knows that he has put
his man out. He takes off part of his harness and is then called back
by the umpire. All this you read is the expression of his face and his
gesticulations. He goes back to the plate and turns around tells you
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that the umpire has called him out. then follows some of the funniest
pantomime every seen.
The captain from the field calls him down and order him to the
bench. He chews the rag with the captain and gets the rules and
read like particular rule on that 'out.' He is good by the captain and
tears up the rules and walks to the bench, getting the 'howl out'
from bleachers and grandstand.
Sitting on the bench, he evinces little interest in the rest of the
game. by his actions you see that one man is out and another has
reached the initial bag. But he's the thing. to hell with the game. he's
the injured party. His 'rep' has been tarnished. he scowls at the big
cop and takes a 'chew' of tobacco. he keeps up the work for five
minutes and there's a laugh in his every expression. And finally a
real policeman comes in and leads him across the field, over the
diamond and out of the grounds. And the big dummy gives him the
horse laugh.
The act is a classic.

January 28, 1915

January 28, 1915
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Allentown Democrat - January 29, 1915 - Barnum and Bailey clown
scores it at Orpheum.
Frank Oakley, better known as 'Slivers,' the clown, greatly
amused the large audiences which attended the performances at the
Orpheum yesterday afternoon and last night. His first appearance
on the stage is in a characteristic clown costume and he afterwards
strips down to a baseball uniform and then goes through a game in
pantomime, taking the part of a catcher. His actions and
mannerisms are distinctly funny, the act being greatly enhanced by
special scenery depicting a baseball diamond.
East Oregonian - March 9, 1916
Frank Oakley, known as 'Slivers, the highest paid clown in the
world, was found dead in his room here. he lay stretched out on the
floor, half dressed, with gas flowing from a jet and a small heater.
'Slivers' made a hit all over the United States with his baseball
act and is reported to have received a salary of $15,000 a year for
working 20 minutes a day.

