Benteen, Base Ball and the Little Big Horn
By Pat Deacon Massengill


Few stories of early base ball are more fascinating than that of Custer's Seventh Cavalry.  Normally, I am not a big Custer fan, feeling that the best things he had going for him were an exaggerated ego and an energetic press agent (much like many of today's professional ballists).  But this story is not so much about him as his men, and it is so compelling because we get to know something about the players and their aspirations before their infamous rendezvous with destiny.

The story begins on the first day of March, 1873, when company "H" of the Seventh Cavalry formed the "Benteen Base Ball and Gymnasium Club".  Company H was under the command of Captain (and Brevet Colonel) Frederick W. Benteen.  While the commissioned officers were elected honorary members, the true leaders of the club were all enlisted men, with Sergeant Patrick Conally elected president.


The fifty-four members on the original rolls had a variety of interests, as shown by the club's first purchases:  "Two sets boxing gloves, two pairs kehoe clubs, three pairs dumb bells, one pair broad swords, one pair foils and masks, dozen and a half base ball bats, one dozen base balls, one set chessmen and board, one set of checkers and board, two sets domino games, three foot balls and one property chest."  They also had a ledger book to record the club's rules and scores of games, and to keep the instructions for the various activities.  It is hard to imagine a better supplied athletic club, even in New York or Porkopolis, than this one at Fort Rice, Dakota Territory.


The captain of the base ball nine was the senior NCO, First Sergeant Joseph McCurry.  He drilled the men vigorously at both military and base ball tactics, not wishing to take the field until, as one man described it, "our captain believed us able to compete with the average amateur nines then in vogue."  He was generally successful, as between 1873 and 1875 the Benteens won twelve games and lost but five.


In a summary of the club's base ball activities written by club secretary, Private Theodore Ewart, he states that their cumulative score was "Benteens 464, opposition clubs 230, a trifle over 2 to 1.  The Benteens (taking the games collectively) averaged 13-9/17, showing a very handsome record for the boys of H Company.  Taking into consideration the fact that constant movings, expeditions, fatigue and their military duties prevented practice games or anything like gymnastic training, one cannot help but admire the grit and pluck that caused these ball tossers to continue in the face of so many discouraging obstacles."


Of course, this discounts the same handicaps suffered by their military opponents and similar privations of civilian ballists trying to eke out a living in this uncivilized land.


Ewart's summary went on to include the box scores of every game and descriptions of most.  Many are excerpts from newspaper accounts written by Private T.O. Dore (the Henry Chadwick of the Seventh Cavalry) and "stringer" for the Yankton (DT) Press and Dakotaian.  Without belaboring to the point of tedium, we'll examine just of few of the highlights.


"A match game of base ball was played yesterday on the grounds west of Broadway, between the [Benteen] nine of the 7th Cavalry, and the Yanktons, of Yankton.  The game was one of intense interest and was warmly contested throughout.  The Yanktons were defeated by a score of seventeen to twenty-four, though they are excusable for the result, as their nine had not played together this season and one of their best men was sick and could not do himself justice.  The cavalry boys exhibited unusual proficiency and fairly earned their honors."


Two other repeat opponents of the Benteens were the McDougalls of company "E", Seventh Cavalry, and the Randalls of the First U.S. Infantry stationed at Fort Randall, DT.  On June 4, 1875, the Benteens and Randalls "met on the field for the first time [and] the affair was a walk around all through for the 7th boys.  Score: Benteens 54; Randalls 5.  What will the Yankton ball-tossers think of such a score?  We would be glad to see your boys up here on a tour.  Send them up."  Six days later the Randalls turned the tables on the McDougalls, winning 32 to 19, due primarily to the losing club's fielding, which "was miserably poor."  The McDougalls didn't improve much before their next contest, losing to the Benteens 33 to 6.


Even when the troopers moved away from the towns and forts they took their equipment along.  In July, 1875, while patrolling the Black Hills and rousting miners and squatters off Indian territory, they got up a match against a team of "citizen teamsters", whom they warmed by a 25 to 11 count.  They again met and sizzled the men of company E, “coming out of the big end of the horn by a score of 39 to 6.  Neither club played up to their standard, owing to the high wind."


But when the Seventh returned to Fort Randall, they met with an unexpected defeat.  Either the rigors of campaigning finally caught up with them or the infantrymen had spent the interim practicing, or both, but in this final match of 1875 the Benteens fell twelve to seven -- a 54-ace turnabout from their June contest.  "The picked nine of the infantry played a remarkable game -- Rourke pitching splendidly, and Monohan doing excellent service behind the bat.  It is hoped that these two nines will meet again soon, as a large amount of money will probably change hands in such an event."  It was, however, the last time the men of the Seventh Cavalry played ball before their appointment at the Little Big Horn.


In his February 26, 1876 summary, Private Ewart also included a description of the starting nine, providing not only a very candid assessment of the playing talent, but also a unique glimpse into the background and aspirations of the men.  He wrote:


"JOSEPH McCURRY -- captain and pitcher.  Delivers a swift and correct ball, generally to suit the batter, is a sure baserunner, briskly if it pays, earns his runs, and is a gentleman player withal.  He is undoubtedly the stay and prop of the club, is also the best player.  Born in Pennsylvania; age 23.  Leaves the army next winter and will no doubt be engaged in some professional or first class amateur nine in the east in 1877, and I have no doubt but you will hear from Joseph in the diamond arena.


"WILLIAM RAFTER -- ...catcher, from Troy, New York, the home of the defunct and at one time notorious Haymakers.  The only man who could stand up to Mc's pitching, a sure catch, heavy batter and good runner.  He suffered occasionally from becoming careless, but could be good throughout the nine innings if occasion demanded.  Age 25.


"PETER McCORT -- first base.  A No. 1 in any position, small but full of ambition, good catch, swift runner but middling batter.  He works heart and hand to win in any game, match or practice.  From Philadelphia, age 25.


"WILLIAM FATTY WILLIAMS -- second base, a reliable player, sure catch, swift runner, good and accurate thrower...the bat is Fatty's weak point...From Pittsburgh, where he signed papers to play in 1877; is 26 and a 'good boy'.


"WILLIAM DAVIS -- third base, from Porkopolis, a sure catch, poor thrower, fair at the bat, slow runner, and he has the worst fault imaginable, wishing to play fancy, thereby weakening his already very weak place.  Age 24, in base ball he is scarcely 14.


"CHARLES H. BISHOP -- [shortstop,] a boy from the capitol.  Good as wheat.  Plays a remarkably fine game anywhere, though needing continually the sharp eye of the captain, not being exactly lazy, but born woefully tired.  He is one of the best in the nine, heavy hitter with the willow, tricky base runner, and an aggravating sure catcher.  Is 22, but as lazy as 86.


"ALONZO PLUMB -- right field, the funnyman don't profess to play base ball, but thinks he can keep the nine in a good humorous vein, thus in a good working condition.  He is from Ohio, catches pretty fair, is ambitious, but says himself that base ball is not his forte, but is on hand when the laugh comes in.


"ALEX B. BISHOP -- [center field,] from Brooklyn, New York, a neat little player, sure catch, fair batter, good runner.  Considering that he intends to become a minister of the gospel in the future, he loves base ball as a nigger does roast possum.  He will be one of the best in the coming seasons.  Is 23, but so small that the title of baby seems most appropriate.


"JAMES H. CURLY -- [left field,] from Pennsylvania, a, or rather, THE heavy hitter of the club, generally clears all the bases on one of his distant field liners, tricky base runner, fair catcher, leaves the service this spring.  Age 27."


On June 25, 1876, only ten days short of the nation's centennial birthday and what would have undoubtedly been the occasion of a stirring match between the Benteens and the McDougalls, eight of these ballists (Curly having been discharged on April 10) rode with the rest of company H behind Colonel Benteen on their "scout to the left" in search of hostiles in the vicinity of the Little Big Horn River.  In the center rode Major Reno's battalion and on the right was George Armstrong Custer with the five remaining companies of the Seventh Cavalry.  Before the crimson sun set, Benteen had ridden to the relief of Reno, whose command had been decimated in a trap, and, unknown to Reno and Benteen until two days later, Custer and his 224 men had been annihilated.  Company E, home of the McDougalls, had ridden with Custer and would never play ball again.


What of our eight ballists?  The two prospects, pitcher McCurry and second baseman Williams were both slightly wounded and discharged the following winter; to the best of anyone's knowledge, neither was ever "heard from on the diamond arena".  The two Bishops, shortstop Charles and center fielder Alex were both more seriously wounded, evacuated to hospitals, but survived.  William Davis, however, the weak basetender who liked to play fancy, was put out for good, dead at third.


We'll probably never know whether the Benteens ever found substitutes for their lost players.  Immediately after the Little Big Horn, the remnants of the Seventh continued their hot pursuit of the Sioux and the following year were assigned to chase the Nez Perce in Idaho and Montana.  Perhaps it was the loss of the club's diligent secretary Ewart, who had been discharged with Curly in April; or maybe the athletic equipment became a casualty along with so many of the pack animals during the twenty-four hour siege of Benteen and Reno; but after the “last stand”, the Benteen Base Ball and Gymnasium Club was never mentioned again.
