Base Ball in the Civil War

by Allison Caveglia Barash (reprinted from The Base Ball Player's Chronicle, the official newsletter of the Vintage Base Ball Association, October, 2000)

“I’m surprised you didn’t mention Abner Doubleday,”  said an attendee at one of my talks on diversions of Civil war soldiers, including baseball.  Her accusatory tone made me feel almost un-American, or at the very least, that I had single-handedly and wrongfully shattered a piece of Americana.  I proceeded to explain that my omission was deliberate--that while he was a Union general, present at Fort Sumter, Gettysburg and other major Civil War battles, he was Not present in Cooperstown, New York in 1839 where he was supposed to have invented baseball--he was training at West Point.  I went on to explain that he never even have attended a game.  I don’t think she believed me. 

The origins of he American game of baseball are unclear, but this we know: the Civil War soldier-- Johnny Reb and Billy Yank-- played an awful lot of baseball...and therein lies its connection to the Civil War. 

Baseball had been growing in popularity in the United States since the 1840’s and was quickly becoming something of an obsession.  Back in 1846, the poet Walt Whitman, who also served as a nurse during the war wrote: “In our sundown perambulations of late through the outer parts of Brooklyn, we have observed several parties of youngsters playing ‘base,’ a certain game of ball...Let us go forth awhile, and get better air in our lungs.  Let us leave our close rooms...the game of ball is glorious.” 

By 1860, leagues had formed around the country and spectators were paying admission to watch the contests.  But with the firing on Fort Sumter in Charleston Harbor on April 12, 1861, ball-playing athletes began enlisting by the thousands and it looked like organized baseball was about to meet an early demise.  Fortunately, some recruits took their bats and balls along with them in their knapsacks, unknowingly ensuring that the sport they loved would not die of neglect. 

Once in camp, the excitement of enlisting wore off, reality sunk in and the soldiers soon realized that not only did they have time to play, they had a psychological need to play.  “War,” said Captain Oliver Wendell Holmes of the 20th Massachusetts Volunteers, “is an organized bore.”  Thirty years after the war, Chaplain James H. Bradford of the 12th Connecticut expressed his feelings about war this way:  “It seems a strange thing to say, in view of sickness, suffering and death always staring one in the face, but nevertheless it is true--I never saw so much merriment in any other three years of my life as in the army... I am not heartless, but it was necessary to relax one from the stern realities of wounds, hardship, and exposure, and to maintain a cheerful spirit.” 

Fortunately for the soldiers, most officers approved of ballplaying and other organized games, as they lifted spirits, reduced stress, encouraged team-work, promoted camaraderie, and improved physical fitness.  And the officers themselves were clearly not immune to baseball fever. 

In April of 1863, Captain Patrick H. “True Blue” Sullivan of the 140th New York Volunteers, who had played for Rochester’s Lone Stars Club before the war and was obviously hopelessly addicted to the game, left many written accounts of Civil War ball-games.  He writes of an engagement between the officers of his regiment and officers of the 13th New York Volunteers:  “We played nearly all day yesterday, our gallant Colonel looking on...with quite a large number of spectators assembled on our parade ground to witness the expertness of our officers, as they were practicing a match-game with the commissioned officers of the veteran 13th...It may appear that we should be engaged in something else beside playing base ball, but I tell you, it is one of the best things in the world to keep up the spirits of the men, and not only that, but it is of vast importance to their health...Amusements are becoming the order of the day, and no sooner is drill over than you see the boys flocking together to commerce their sports.” 

Private Alpheris B. Parker of the 10th Massachusetts wrote on April 21, 1863:  “The parade ground has been a busy place for a week or so past, ball-playing having become a mania in camp.  Officers and men forget, for a time, the difference in rank and indulge in the invigorating sport with a school-boy’s ardor.” 

In another account, Captain Sullivan wrote that “The tedium of a soldier’s life was somewhat relieved a few days since by a holiday given us by our Colonel, who believes that the health of a regiment is benefited by amusement and change of labor.”  The holiday was celebrated “by a match-game of baseball...the game commenced after dinner, the officers of the left wing contending against those of the right.  We played but three innings, the right wing being the victors, by a score of 3 to 8...the game was to be renewed on Friday, but the amount of disabled arms, sprained ankles and lame backs prevented the second appearance of the contestants...” 

Lt.  Charles P. Klein documented an engagement between officers on January 10, 1863:  “Saturday afternoon is allotted the men for necessary washing and cleansing, at which time the commissioned officers of the regiment indulge in a game of base ball on the parade ground.”  The score was 32-14 “up to the fifth innings, other duty then interfering.” 

So whether it was for the pure love of he game, to relieve boredom or to distract themselves from the gruesomeness of warfare, baseball served both a therapeutic and recreational purpose for these young men so far away from home. 

Because playing fields and proper equipment weren’t readily available, baseball-playing soldiers often improvised by constructing rudimentary grounds and primitive equipment for their games.  The bat may have been a barrel stave, and the ball a walnut wrapped with twine or yarn. 

Thanks to the portability of the game and its equipment, it could be played just about anywhere.  Legend holds that soldiers played behind the White House, and that sometimes President Abraham Lincoln and his son Tad came to watch.  Lincoln, himself, is purported to have played the game back in Springfield.  In 1860, when notified by a messenger that the Committee of the Chicago Convention has arrived at his home, Lincoln responded:  “Tell the gentlemen, that I am glad to know of their coming; but they’ll have to wait a few minutes till I make another base hit.” 

Determined baseball-playing soldiers literally risked their lives to play the game they loved:  “It is astonishing how indifferent a person can become to danger,” an Ohio private wrote home from Virginia in 1862.  “The report of musketry is heard but a very little distance from us...yet over there on the other side of the road is most of our company, playing Bat Ball and perhaps in less than half an hour, they may be called to play a Ball game of a more serious nature.” 

George Putnam, a Union solder, recounted playing between the lines when “suddenly there came a scattering fire of which the three outfielders caught the brunt; the center field was hit and captured, the left and right field managed to get back into our lines.  The attack...was repelled without serious difficulty, but we had lost not only our center field, but...the only baseball in Alexandria...” 

Even back in the 1860’s there were potential All-Stars--early day Nolan Ryans, tom Seavers or Randy Johnsons, perhaps Private James A. Hall of the Texas Rangers (the regiment, not the major league team!) remembered:  “Frank Ezell was ruled out of the game.  He could throw harder and straighter than any other man in the company.  He came very near knocking the stuffing out of three or four of the boys, and the boys swore they would not play with him.” 

Surprisingly, baseball was even permitted in certain Union and Confederate prison camps.  At Johnson’s Island, Ohio, confederate prisoners learned the New York game from their Northern captors.  Union soldiers in Confederate prisons, like the one in Salisbury, North Carolina, taught the game to their Southern guards.  Boys from the western states of Ohio, Illinois and Wisconsin watched and learned. 

The coming of the Civil War did not portend the end of baseball.  In fact, it may have been the direct catalyst that caused it to flourish.  The men brought it with them, played it in camp, learned from each other, and then brought it back home again after the war.  Those who fought against each other on battlefields during the war played with and against each other on  baseball fields after the war.  Some speculate that baseball may actually have played a role in helping to heal sectional wounds during Reconstruction. 

No one claims that baseball was the solution to all of the problems produced during and after the Civil War, but it unquestionably served a very important purpose for the individual soldier.  One soldier wrote that the game totally “erased from their minds the all absorbing topic of the day.” 

Editor’s Note:  Allison is a Psych professor by day and a rabid reader of Civil War baseball accounts, by night.  She would be interested in any accounts of baseball in the Civil War, preferably first person accounts and photographs.  She can be reached by e-mail at   allisonb1023@gateway.net.  You can also write her at: Allison Barash 1610 King James Drive, Pittsburgh, PA 15237 
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