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TO MY MOTHER, ALYCE HELEN CARMEN, WHO NIGHTLY FROM AN OLD BLACK BINDER READ HER FAVORITE STORY POEMS, HAND-COPIED, TO HER FOUR CHILDREN:


“THE BOY STOOD ON THE BURNING DECK…”
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AUTHOR’S NOTES


SOURCES AND ACCURACY


I have relied on primary accounts (rather than secondary accounts, interpretations, or hearsay) almost exclusively in the following narrative. But not all such accounts are created equal, and I have tried to be rigorous in their use. The just-surrendered Lakota leader fearful of retribution; the trooper or warrior whose faulty memory attempts to remember events of fifty or more years ago; the officer concerned with avoiding blame and thus subtly altering his version of those same events—the difficulties inherent in these kinds of accounts and others, such as faulty interpreters or overly dramatic reporters, have complicated the job of anyone trying to find the truth of what happened along that river on June 25, 1876. Combined with the all-too-human propensity for viewing and remembering the same event differently, the historian’s task in this case is made surprisingly difficult considering the multitude of eyewitness accounts. Fortunately, the broad brushstrokes of history here are not in question, though many of the details certainly are. In such instances, where there is disagreement over what occurred, I have endeavored to examine the evidence objectively before making a decision as to the most likely course of action. (Any such examinations or discussions, moreover, are confined to the notes.)


All dialogue appearing within quotation marks comes directly from primary sources—accounts written or given by eyewitnesses or others who interviewed them. Those sources include trial transcripts, letters, interviews published in newspapers, et cetera, and unpublished participant interviews and accounts.


In only one area have I employed anything other than the strict historical record: that part of the battle dealing with the movements of Custer’s battalion after trumpeter John Martin gallops away with a message from his commander as Custer leads his men down into Medicine Tail Coulee. We will never know, without a reasonable doubt, what happened to Custer and his 210 men. That is because no white observer saw any man of that contingent alive again, and the accounts of those who witnessed its movements—the Sioux and Cheyenne who defeated Custer—are, for many reasons, sketchy and often contradictory. But there is knowledge to be gleaned from a careful sifting of those accounts. The stories of those eyewitnesses, checked against each other and against the known positions of the troopers’ bodies and the extensive archaeological and forensic work completed over the last quarter century, enable one to determine, to a reasonably accurate degree, the actions (and by extension some of the thoughts) of Custer and a few of the men in his battalion. Though others may interpret the same record differently, I believe that given the information available, the actions of Custer and his subordinates as related herein during that time are those most likely to have occurred.


SIOUX TRIBAL STRUCTURE


The people known to the whites as Sioux were divided into three related groups, each of which spoke a slightly different dialect. The largest and westernmost were the Lakota (Teton), consisting of seven major tribal divisions (Hunkpapa, Oglala, Minneconjou, Brulé, Blackfeet, Two Kettle, and Sans Arcs) that lived west of the Missouri River and north of the Platte River. The easternmost group were the Dakota or Santee (further divided into the Mdewakanton, Wahpeton, Wahpekute, and Sisseton), in Iowa and Minnesota west of the Red River. Between them—between the Missouri and the Red Rivers—were the Nakota or Yankton (comprising the Yankton and Yanktonai). There are many variant spellings of some of these (Uncpapa, Minnecoujou, and so forth), and there are also Siouan versions. In almost every case, I have employed the most common and traditional forms for familiarity, regularity, and simple ease of reading.


ARMY RANK


During the Civil War, a Union officer could actually hold as many as four ranks: his permanent (“full”) rank in the Regular Army, a full rank in the Volunteers, and brevet ranks in both. A brevet rank was an honorary promotion given an officer for battlefield gallantry or meritorious service and was often awarded for much the same reasons medals are given out today (our modern system of medals did not exist until several decades after the Civil War). After the war, when the Volunteer army was disbanded, brevet promotions were still awarded, but less frequently. Though except in rare instances it imparted little authority and no extra pay, an officer was entitled to be addressed by his brevet rank. For the sake of clarity, I have refrained from that practice—with one exception. Despite his Regular Army rank of Lieutenant Colonel, George Armstrong Custer was referred to by one and all of the men under him as the General, in honor of his Civil War brevet ranks of Major General in both the Regular Army and the Volunteers. I have followed that custom frequently in this book.
















PROLOGUE


A Good Day to Die


Wolf Mountains, Montana Territory June 25, 1876, 3:00 a.m.


The night was pitch-black and cool as the small party of scouts reined their horses off the creek and up into the hidden hollow between the hills. They picked their way through juniper trees, up the westernmost ridge, until it became too steep for horses. Second Lieutenant Charles Varnum dismounted, threw himself on the ground, and fell asleep instantly. The young West Pointer had ridden close to seventy miles since early that morning, almost twenty-four hours nonstop. He was bone tired.


All six of the Arikara Indians followed the officer’s lead, for they had been in the saddle just as long. But two of the five Crow Indians, along with the dapper scout “Lonesome” Charley Reynolds, left their horses and climbed the steep slope to a ridge overlooking the pass that crossed the divide between the Little Bighorn and Rosebud valleys. The Arikaras were only along as couriers; their homeland lay on the Missouri River, almost three hundred miles to the east. This was Crow country, and the Crows had often used the hollow to conceal their horses while scouting the area during Sioux pony raids. From the lookout, they could usually see for a great distance in both directions.1 But not this night, not now. The thin crescent moon had set before midnight, and only starlight illuminated the sky.


An hour later, the diminutive half-breed guide Mitch Boyer shook Varnum awake.2 There was light in the sky, and the Crows wanted their chief of scouts on the hill. The hatless Lieutenant—he had lost his hat fording a stream along the way—and the scouts scrambled up through the buffalo grass to the top.


At the far edge of the bluff, the Crows pointed west, near the horizon, beyond the intervening ridges. They signed to the Arikaras— the two tribes spoke different languages—that they could see the Sioux camp. Charley Reynolds looked for a while, then peered through his field glasses a while longer. Finally, he nodded. Red Star, the youngest Arikara, nodded also; he could see the light smoke of morning cookfires, and beyond that black specks he thought were horses. White Man Runs Him, the young Crow who had led them here, even claimed he could distinguish some white horses among the herd.


Varnum shook his head. His eyes were inflamed from exhaustion and the hard, dusty ride. Even after an Arikara handed him a cheap spyglass, he could not make out anything resembling a village. Look for worms crawling on the grass, the scouts told him—that was the immense pony herd. He saw neither worms nor horses, nor the rising smoke they said betrayed the hundreds of cookfires of a large village. But the scouts and their trained eyes convinced him: less than twenty miles west, most likely in the valley of the Little Bighorn, was the large gathering of nontreaty Indians—“hostiles,” as they were called by the U.S. government—that the six hundred men of the Seventh Cavalry had trailed for three days.


The scouts continued to scan the western horizon; perhaps the increasing light would aid visibility. Eventually, Varnum pulled out paper and pencil and scribbled a quick note about the discovery, folded it, and handed it to Crooked Horn. In turn, the older Arikara selected Red Star and Bull to carry the message back to camp. As the two saddled up, Crooked Horn pointed to the east, where smoke from the Seventh Cavalry’s breakfast fires rose some eight miles away. Varnum could hear the anger in the Crows’ voices: did the white officers think the Sioux were blind? But the smoke made the way back easier for Red Star, and he made good time on the twelve-mile trek. He carried the message himself—a great honor for the young man—and paid little attention to his companion. Soon Bull lagged far behind on his undersized pony.


When Red Star rode into camp a couple of hours later, his tribesman Stabbed met him, saying, “This is no small thing you have done.” As the youth rode by, Stabbed turned and called out to the other scouts, waking them. Red Star dismounted, unsaddled, and told Bloody Knife, the half-Sioux, half-Arikara who was the General’s favorite, of the big village to the west. The message delivered, Red Star looked up to see the one they called Son of the Morning Star heading his way along with Frederic Gerard, the interpreter.


George Armstrong Custer, it appeared, had found his Indians.
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APPROACH
















ONE


The Divine Injunction


Again, we come to the great law of right. The white race stood upon this undeveloped continent ready and willing to execute the Divine injunction, to replenish the earth and subdue it.… The Indian races were in the wrongful possession of a continent required by the superior right of the white man.


CHARLES BRYANT,  HISTORY OF THE GREAT MASSACRE BY THE SIOUX INDIANS (1864)


Philip Henry Sheridan, tough, fearless, and tenacious, like the bulldog he resembled, faced a thorny problem in the fall of 1875—several thousand of them, actually.1 A small contingent of Plains Indians, roaming the same lands they had occupied for generations, refused to bow to the manifest destiny of the nation he had so devoutly served for more than twenty years.


Sheridan’s dilemma was a multifaceted one. From his headquarters in Chicago, he commanded the Division of the Missouri, by far the largest and most problematic military region in the country. It comprised the Great Plains and more—indeed, almost half the nation’s territory, from the Canadian border to the tip of Texas, from Chicago to the Rockies. That expanse included most of the western states, five territories, a growing number of whites, and approximately 175,000 Indians of many different tribes. Over the past half century, most of those Indians had been herded onto reservations set aside for their use, both to keep them away from the westering whites and to facilitate the effort to make them, as much as possible, white people. The problems stemming from these relocations were monumental, though they were perceived by most whites as more humane, and considerably less expensive, than the alternative: war.


The U.S. government soon found out that it was one thing to assign tribes to reservations and quite another to keep them there— especially when the food rations and supplies promised them by treaty were delayed, stolen, inedible, or simply never delivered. What had been presented as a policy designed to prevent bloodshed soon became yet another rationale for it.


Sheridan’s dilemma was shared by his immediate superior, General of the Army William Tecumseh Sherman, President Ulysses S. Grant, and several high-ranking members of Grant’s administration. For years the two Generals had advocated all-out war on the Indians, with Sheridan, who had branded the uncooperative elements of the Plains tribes “hostiles,” especially single-minded on the subject. But certain legal and moral niceties, which Sheridan found supremely irritating, precluded such belligerence. Grant’s infernal “Peace Policy,” which stressed humanitarian reforms before military intervention, was one. Treaties made with various Indian tribes were another. A third (and particularly galling) obstacle was that weak-kneed portion of the eastern intelligentsia whose naive, romantic view of “Lo the poor Indian” (a phrase from a poem by Alexander Pope, which led to the use of “Lo,” with heavy frontier wit, as the generic name for the Indian) was formed by such unrealistic sources as the novels of James Fenimore Cooper and the poetry of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow.


But that November, at a high-level meeting at the White House, a bold solution to the Indian problem would be revealed.


UNTIL A FEW years previous, the Plains tribes had roamed at will. During the warmer months, they followed the buffalo, or bison, their source of food, clothing, shelter, and virtually every other material (and spiritual) need. Before the unforgiving winter swept down, they gathered up their stores of meat and then holed up in sheltered valleys along moving water to wait out the weather, as close to hibernation as a people could get. Until the new grass appeared in the spring, their ponies grew considerably thinner, surviving on the bark of riparian cottonwoods. The Indians, too, were vulnerable in winter, but they knew the wasichus (whites) were reluctant to launch any extended large-scale campaign then. A plains winter could turn deadly in a matter of hours, and heavy supply trains to feed men and mounts slowed a column even in the best of weather. The white soldiers had waged winter war once or twice, but that kind of campaign was difficult to muster and coordinate.


As emigrant travel through the heart of Sioux country increased, the monumental job of protecting incoming miners, farmers, ranchers, tradesmen, stockmen, railroad surveyors, lawmen, barbers, saloon owners, and others in an area of more than a million square miles fell to Sheridan, who commanded almost a third of the shrunken remnants of the victorious Federal army. More than two million men had served the Union during the Civil War, but more than half had mustered out a year after its end, and the regular army had gradually been trimmed to 25,000 enlisted men by the early 1870s. The nation was understandably tired of war, and a southern-controlled Congress found the idea of a large standing army distasteful. Undermanned, underpaid, undersupplied, undertrained, and underfed (a decade after Appomattox, Civil War–era hardtack was still being issued to frontier troops), the army Sheridan served faced a warrior culture that trained males from early childhood to fight, ride, and survive better than anyone else in the world. These people knew every hill and valley and water source in their wide land and eluded their pursuers with ease.


The job, Sheridan knew, had been easier, or at least simpler, a half century earlier. All that was necessary then was to push the Indians west, beyond “The Line”—wherever it was at the time.


THE LINE, WHICH had existed almost since the white man had begun to penetrate the vastness to the west, was the result of more than three centuries of clashes between Europeans and the native population. Spanish conquistadors had clashed constantly with the native inhabitants of Florida during their many expeditions in search of gold and other treasures. In the epic Battle of Mabila in 1540, in the area later known as Alabama, Hernando de Soto and several hundred Spaniards had destroyed an entire army of thousands of Indians to the last man. To the north, in the swampy Tidewater region of Virginia, the two-hundred-village-strong Powhatan Confederacy had aided the ill-prepared English settlers at Jamestown since their arrival in 1607. The generous Indians had brought food to the starving colonists, given freely of their considerable agricultural knowledge, and generally made it possible for the English to survive the first few years of the settlement’s existence. (They also taught the whites how to cultivate a cash crop called tobacco, which would enable the foundation and rapid rise of several more southern colonies.) Their generosity was not repaid in kind. The settlers were soon told by their superiors—who were, after all, directors of a for-profit joint-stock company—to do whatever it took to acquire all the land they could. Indian tempers grew short after a series of humiliations and attacks (no doubt aided and abetted by the Spaniards to the south), and fifteen years later they mounted a large-scale surprise assault on the colony that resulted in 347 English deaths in a matter of a few hours. The surviving colonists vowed revenge, and fifty years of almost constant eye-for-an-eye warfare followed. By 1671 the Virginia governor could report to London that “the Indians, our neighbours, are absolutely subjected, so that there is no fear in them”2—in no small part because there were only a few thousand of them left in the face of 40,000 Englishmen.


Over the next century, until the American Revolution, white men wrested North American territory from the Indians by treaty, sale, or sheer force—sometimes, truth be told, in concert with tribes seeking an advantage in Indian vs. Indian warfare.3 From the very beginning, the Europeans, with few exceptions, had perceived America’s native inhabitants as no more than savages—romantic, perhaps, in their primitiveness, and occasionally charming, or worthy of pity, but savages nonetheless. Whites had little respect for Indian cultures, their ways of life, or their concepts of government and landownership—the latter being particularly antithetical to white views. Indians did not develop the land, nor did they measure and mark what they owned; they simply did not understand land as private property. One could no more own the earth than the sky, the Indians reasoned. Rather, their land was commonly owned and used. To the ceaselessly toiling New World colonists, whose way of life was rooted in property ownership, this outlook was positively sacrilegious. This difference, more than anything else, would lead to the struggles between the two peoples.4


For the British, the end of the French and Indian War in 1763 resulted in huge additions of contested western territories ceded by the defeated French. But the excitement on the part of the colonials—who felt somewhat justifiably that they, not their distant British landlords, had “won” the new lands and should have the right to develop them—was dampened by George III’s Royal Proclamation of 1763. The new law forbade settlement on “any Lands beyond the Heads or Sources of any of the Rivers which fall into the Atlantic Ocean from the West and Northwest,” including the verdant Ohio Valley and all of the territory from the Ohio to the Mississippi rivers—roughly anything west of the Appalachians, from the southern limits of the province of Quebec in the north to Florida in the south. This area was referred to as “Indian territory,” and all Englishmen were directed to abandon it immediately, regardless of title changes (“great Frauds and Abuses have been committed in purchasing Lands of the Indians… to the great Dissatisfaction of the said Indians”). All Indian peoples were declared to be under the protection of the King, and provisions for royal posts along the boundary were made.


The motivations behind the King’s proclamation were more practical than humanitarian. Relations between the Indians and the colonists were already poor. Most of the Indian tribes had sided with the French during the war, and by placating the natives, the proclamation would, it was hoped, reduce the costs of defending the frontier. The boundary and the Indian preserve it established were meant to be temporary, the first step in a controlled, deliberate settlement plan. Five years later, after considerable colonist lobbying, the Indian Boundary Line was established farther to the west and formally agreed to in treaties with the Indians. But later that same year, due to a change in the British ministry, the Crown discontinued maintenance of the plan.5 The increasingly restive colonists believed that the edict had another purpose: to keep them close to the eastern seaboard and easier to control—and away from the lucrative fur trade farther west.


The Proclamation of 1763 represented the last time that Indian sovereignty in the interior of the new land was considered important to the causes of peace and trade. Settlers and land speculators alike ignored the decree6 and worked to open the western frontier and claim the Indian lands. Thirteen years later, two of the many grievances listed in the Declaration of Independence addressed the Crown’s protection of “the merciless Indian savages, whose known rule of warfare, is an undistinguished destruction of all ages, sexes, and conditions” and royal resistance to “new Appropriations of Lands.” (A year earlier, at the dawn of the American Revolution, the Continental Congress had instituted an Indian policy, largely to maintain peaceful relations during the ensuing war, though most eastern Indian tribes predictably sided with the British.) Once independence was established, however, the young Republic’s first President, George Washington, sought to apply solid moral precepts to all dealings with the Indians: “The basis of our proceedings with the Indian nations,” he said, “has been, and shall be justice.”7 The Northwest Ordinance of 1787 pledged goodwill and respect for the Indians’ property, rights, and liberty. One of Washington’s first acts as president was to issue the Proclamation of 1790, which forbade state or private-sector encroachments on all Indian lands guaranteed by treaty with the new country.8 But while Washington believed in the sovereignty of Indian nations and tried hard to prevent outright confiscation, states and individuals alike ignored the federal law in order to satisfy the enormous demand for land dictated by an ever-increasing number of immigrants. As the new nation set to work exploring and settling beyond that short-lived Proclamation Line, land was acquired through bloodshed, treaty, crooked deals, or a mix of all three, and the absence of European powers meant that the Indians could not play one colonial interest against another.


The new century saw The Line move west quite a distance. After the Battle of Fallen Timbers in 1794, when General Anthony Wayne crushed Little Turtle’s previously invincible Miami Indians,9 the Ohio Valley was opened to settlers. Around 1803 President Thomas Jefferson decided to relocate all eastern tribes beyond a Permanent Indian Frontier, extending from Minnesota to Louisiana west of the ninety-fifth meridian—a scheme made viable with the Louisiana Purchase that year—to an “Indian Country” of their own, far away from civilization. Reports from the explorations of Lewis and Clark (1804–1806) and Zebulon Pike (1806–1807) portrayed the lands beyond the Mississippi as mostly desert and “incapable of cultivation,” unfit for white people. The idea of the “Great American Desert” was reinforced by Major Stephen H. Long’s 1823 report, which first used that phrase and characterized the Great Plains as “almost wholly unfit for cultivation and of course uninhabitable by a people depending upon agriculture for their subsistence.”10 Just two years later, in 1825, President James Monroe began forcing tribes west of the Mississippi to this designated Permanent Indian Country.


The movement picked up full steam after the Indian Removal Act of 1830, passed soon after Andrew Jackson became President. The War of 1812 hero had caused an international incident when he had pursued Seminole Indians into Spanish Florida in 1818, and he still thought little of Indian sovereignty, referring to “the farce of treating with Indian tribes.”11 Jackson envisioned a confederacy of formerly southern Indians in the West that would one day take its place in the Union—after they became fully civilized, of course.12 Some tribes went quietly, but others, chiefly the Seminoles in Florida and the Sauks and Foxes of Illinois, resisted mightily but futilely against the relentless whites. The pressure came from all directions. It mattered not a whit, for example, that the U.S. Supreme Court found the acts of the State of Georgia against the Cherokee nation unconstitutional and in violation of legally binding treaties; Jackson simply refused to support the decision.13 The forced eviction of the Cherokees from their native Georgia and their march west to Indian Territory (present-day Oklahoma)—which reduced their population by more than 30 percent—came to be known as the Trail of Tears.14 They and the rest of the so-called Five Civilized Tribes (the Cherokees, Chickasaws, Choctaws, Creeks, and Seminoles) lost all their land throughout the South and ended up on reservations in Indian Territory, as did many other vanquished tribes.


“Indian Country” had been officially defined by the Indian Intercourse Act of 1834 as “all that part of the United States west of the Mississippi; and not within the states of Missouri and Louisiana, or the territory of Arkansas.”15 Congress decreed that white men were forbidden to travel beyond The Line without a license (though this and similar provisions in subsequent treaties were rarely, if ever, enforced),16 and a line of forts was constructed to prevent whites from passing to the west and Indians from attacking to the east. In 1835 Jackson promised the Indians that their new lands would be forever “secured and guaranteed to them.”17 By 1840 Indian removal was largely complete.


Shortly thereafter, several nearly simultaneous events combined dramatically to change the situation. The first wagon train carrying white emigrants reached the Platte River in modern-day Nebraska in 1841, along what later became known as the Oregon Trail.18 Many more followed, straight through the heart of the Lakotas’ favorite hunting grounds. These first migrants over the Great Plains were greeted with more curiosity than hostility. The Indians allowed them through and traded with them for goods that the tribes quickly became dependent on; the Indians sometimes even guided and aided the migrants. Until the mid-1840s, there was only one reported death involving the overland migrants, and that was an Indian. But the number of annual emigrants rapidly increased more than tenfold, from 5,000 in 1845 to 55,000 in 1850. The wagon trains, and the settlers and miners they carried, drove away the buffalo and depleted the wood and grass along the way. The constant stream of invading whites also spread epidemic diseases such as cholera, smallpox, measles, and venereal diseases to the Indians, who had developed no immunity to these illnesses. Some tribes, particularly the Cheyennes and the friendly Mandans and Arikaras along the Missouri River, were decimated. The epidemics were viewed by some Plains Indians as the white man’s black magic, and in response, depredations against the invaders began to occur more frequently.


The Mexican War of 1846–48 added most of the West and Southwest to the United States, and the settlement of the Oregon Territory boundary dispute with England clarified the country’s holdings in the Northwest. In little more than fifty years, the original thirteen colonies hugging the Atlantic coast had become one of the largest nations on earth, stretching to the far Pacific in a wide swath from Canada to the Rio Grande. Settlement was already increasing when gold was found at Sutter’s Mill in 1848, just after California had been acquired from Mexico. The rush toward the Pacific over the next few years triggered a boom in westward expansion, and the cry of manifest destiny—Americans’ belief that they had a divine right to the undeveloped lands to the west, first enunciated in a New York newspaper, the Democratic Review, in 1845—provided a handy, Creator-approved rationalization for seizing Indian territories.19 The Indian question became the Indian problem, and despite attempts by various interest groups to prevent widespread subjugation, one tribe after another was conquered: the Apaches and Navajos in the West, the Comanches, Kiowas, and Southern Cheyennes on the southern plains, and many smaller groups such as the Pitt River Indians and Yumas in California.


In the Northwest, stronger tribes such as the Yakimas and their allies put up a stiffer fight. The Yakima and Rogue River wars of 1854–1856 resulted in U.S. troops being rushed to the Oregon and Washington territories to stamp out resistance. Not until 1858 did forces led by General George Wright eradicate the threat through an unbeatable combination of superior firepower and widespread hangings of suspicious parties. Among his soldiers was a young Lieutenant fresh from West Point named Philip Sheridan.


The darkly handsome native of Ireland spent six years helping to tame the Cascade and Yakima Indians, and even learned the Chinook language, no doubt assisted by the pretty young Indian woman who kept his house, cooked for him, and shared his bed, a common arrangement at the time. The dashing dragoon courted several young white women in the area, but for about five years he lived with Sidnayoh, known to the whites as Frances.20 She was the daughter of Chief Quately of the Klickitat tribe, allies of the Yakimas. But when Sheridan left in 1861 to defend the Union and make his name, he never returned to the Northwest. After the war, Sidnayoh, her brother, and two friends visited him in Washington. He never acknowledged or spoke of her, and in 1875 he married another woman, the daughter of a U.S. Army General.21 Sheridan called the natives in the Northwest “miserable wretches” and seemed to care little that their sad plight was due to white malfeasance.22 The man who would one day utter the phrase, “The only good Indians I ever saw were dead”—later modified to become the harder-hitting “The only good Indian is a dead Indian”—would espouse total war, and even extermination, against Sidnayoh’s people.23


During the gold rush, fortune-seeking miners, settlers, and recently discharged soldiers with an itch for adventure surged west, and it was soon clear that The Line was not an effective solution to the Indian problem. As the 1850s dawned, an idea that had been implemented on a small scale in the East became U.S. government policy. Reservations—well-defined “colonies” of land set aside for the different Indian tribes, where they could learn how to farm, adapt to the ways of the whites, and, most important, keep out of the settlers’ way—were established. The next two decades witnessed a frenzy of treaties as the government methodically seized—sometimes via forced agreements, other times via force alone—virtually all of the land it wanted. Treaties had been made almost since the first white colonists had disembarked in the East, but rarely of the scope and frequency seen from the 1850s on. In 1851 alone, treaties involving 139 tribes and bands were concluded.24


In 1851 at Fort Laramie in southeast Wyoming Territory, 10,000 Plains Indians representing nine major tribes, some of them mortal enemies, gathered at the behest of an honorable Indian agent, a former mountain man named Thomas Fitzpatrick. He had convinced Congress that funding such a conference was worthwhile, particularly if the resulting treaty could ensure the safety of emigrants traveling through the Indians’ lands. The meeting constituted the greatest assemblage of Indians ever seen on the continent. Somehow, government negotiators convinced representatives of each tribe present to sign a treaty that set boundaries for their various hunting areas, established the right of the U.S. government to construct roads and forts in their territories, and set up a system of annuities to last fifty years. Using a shameful ploy that would be repeated in years to come, the U.S. Senate reduced the time span to ten years, without telling the Indians, before ratifying the treaty.


The Fort Laramie peace would be destroyed three years later in August 1854 by an incident involving a hotheaded young army Lieutenant named Grattan. When an emigrant wagon train outside the fort complained that a cow had been stolen and slaughtered by Indians (the animal was probably lame and may have been abandoned), Grattan set out with thirty men to arrest the culprit, hoping for a confrontation. He found the Indian camp and demanded that the Lakota warrior be turned over.


These Lakota Sioux (Sioux being a bastardized French word that they despised) were smart, fearless, and wealthy by the standards of the Plains tribes—rich with horses, buffalo skins, and even guns and ammunition. They had originated in the woodlands of Minnesota.25 Their move westward had begun in the second half of the 1700s, abetted in no small part by the introduction at the dawn of that century of guns and horses. Both had been given to the Indians by whites—horses by the Spanish conquistadors and guns soon after by trappers and explorers. Horses increased the Indians’ hunting range dramatically; guns did the same for their firepower. As the creeping tide of whites pushed eastern tribes, particularly the Chippewas, westward onto traditional Lakota hunting grounds, the Lakotas ranged steadily west, onto the Great Plains, beyond the Missouri River, in pursuit of buffalo, which were also leaving the eastern plains. Over the next century, this happy confluence of events made these latecomers to the plains rich and powerful, as they roamed north to Canada, land of the Great White Mother, and west almost to the Rockies. Along the way, they developed a warrior culture in which male status derived from war honors, and a society that revolved around the hunt and battle against neighboring peoples. The Lakotas fought every tribe they encountered and pushed most of them out of their ancestral lands, establishing a hegemony on the northern plains that would be challenged but not rivaled. Only the ferocious Cheyennes, after some initial clashes, became their allies sometime around 1826.


The Lakotas refused Lieutenant Grattan’s demands after offering to pay for the cow, and the detail fired a volley into a group of Lakotas. Hundreds of nearby warriors observing the parley fell upon the detachment, and in the battle that followed, all of the soldiers were killed, including Grattan.


The punitive columns sent out in response to the killings put an end to the Fort Laramie peace. But many of the tribes, unwilling or unable to understand the abstract legal boundaries that prevented them from traveling where they pleased, had returned to intertribal warring even before that.26 A year after Grattan’s death, an army column led by General William S. Harney, dubbed “the Butcher” for the harsh way in which he dealt with the Indians, destroyed a Brulé camp and killed eighty-six men, women, and children. Harney’s revenge delivered a message that the bluecoats were a force to be reckoned with.


Under the direction of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, organized in 1824 as part of the War Department and transferred to the new Department of the Interior in 1849, the treaties proved highly effective in gaining for the United States dubiously legal claims. Government officials became increasingly skilled at the bait and switch, the obfuscating explanation, the manipulation of pliable Indian chiefs partial to their cause—anything to gain the ostensibly legal cession of lands.


At Fort Wise, Kansas, in 1861, Cheyenne Indians met with federal commissioners to discuss their territorial boundaries. The Cheyennes were not nearly as populous as the Lakotas—cholera and smallpox had ravaged them—but they made up for their small numbers with an unequaled fearlessness, ferocity, and pride. They warred with almost as many tribes as the Lakotas, though they had formed truces with some, such as the Kiowas and Comanches to the south. They also got along well with the sedentary, agricultural river tribes of the Missouri—the Arikaras, Mandans, and Hidatsas. But their only long-term allies were the Arapahos, a smaller, more peaceful tribe that nevertheless fought alongside the Cheyennes in many battles. The two had camped together and supported each other for at least a century, and there was much intermarriage between them.


Like the Lakotas, the Cheyennes were recent immigrants to the plains, having lived along the Missouri for many years and in Minnesota long before that. They, too, had followed the buffalo out onto the vast expanses of the plains soon after acquiring horses and guns. Their lands lay between the Platte and Arkansas rivers, all the way to the Rockies. Several large-scale attacks by the U.S. Army had reduced their numbers but hardened their resolve.


The Cheyennes agreed to a reservation south of the Arkansas River but in the process gave up virtually all the lands recognized as theirs in 1851. Shockingly, only six of the forty-four Southern Cheyenne and Southern Arapaho chiefs took part in the talks. Many of their brethren were furious with them for having “touched the pen” and refused to be bound by the treaty.


This was not an entirely uncommon phenomenon. The U.S. government never seemed to understand that the “chiefs” who put pen to paper rarely represented their tribes completely, in the way of traditional white representatives. Indians who did not sign a particular treaty felt no compunction to follow the treaty’s dictates, much as the government expected them to. Since the government needed someone to sign each treaty, in some cases government representatives anointed a chief if one did not exist, which usually resulted in tribal strife. And treaty chiefs often misunderstood what they had signed, further complicating compliance. Faulty interpreters also ensured failure.27


Compounding the U.S. government’s deceitful tactics was the fact that its adherence to the treaties was arbitrary, even when the agreements were changed to the benefit of the whites after the tribal representatives had signed them. Along with the treaties, a system of annuities was developed, guaranteeing regular (usually annual) payments of money, food, and supplies, including arms and ammunition, designed to discourage the buffalo-hunting lifestyle and result in the purchase of additional Indian land over a period of years. Traders and agents hired to control annuity payments were seldom incorrupt. They took advantage of the Indians in many ways, from charging them with made-up debts for extended credit and delivering inferior goods to shorting them during the distribution of supplies— sometimes with the help of equally corrupt chiefs. The fact that these men were appointed by members of Congress initiated a widespread patronage-for-payment arrangement that further ensured an under-the-table and unfair distribution of funds. With regard to the Santee, or Dakota, Sioux, for example, little of the money promised to them by the terms of the 1851 treaty was ever paid. Most of the Plains Indians took poorly to their new farming life, if they took to it at all. The sedentary agricultural life seemed unnatural to them, and to make matters worse, many of the agency lands were not well suited for agriculture. The only alternative to starvation was to leave the reservation to hunt for game, which they did in great numbers.


Most treaties were violated almost immediately, on both sides. But for the most part, the situation was tolerable, as long as the Indians were powerful enough to respect and major warfare was avoided. Thomas Fitzpatrick, the principled Indian agent, decried the system as “the legalized murder of a whole nation”28 as early as 1853, but it was already too late. The treaties had accomplished their main goals: the seizure of Indian lands under quasi-legal agreements, the avoidance of widespread bloodshed, and the removal of the Indians to modest-size reservations as far away from emigrant routes as possible. Subsequently, via steamboats up the Missouri and other waterways, and railroads and wagons along regular routes and trails across the plains, a never-ending flow of settlers penetrated the land of every tribe in the West.


ONE SUNDAY in August 1862, in the frontier state of Minnesota, four young Dakota Sioux warriors returning home from a hunting trip worked themselves into a fury in an argument over some hen’s eggs spotted on a white man’s farm. The Dakotas were starving; that year’s annuities were overdue—again—although the agency warehouses were full of food and other supplies. The Dakotas had already suffered through a decade of disruption, having ceded 24 million acres of their ancestral hunting grounds for $1.6 million and the promise of cash annuities. One unsympathetic storekeeper, Andrew Myrick, summarized the feelings of many whites when he advised the Indians to eat grass or their own dung.29


The warriors shot and killed the farmer, his wife, his daughter, and two neighbors. When they returned to their village and confessed what they had done, the Dakota chiefs decided after a long night’s deliberation to proceed with an all-out, preemptive war and pressured Little Crow, an elderly peace chief—who regularly attended a nearby Episcopal church and wore white men’s clothes—to lead them. A surprise attack on a nearby settlement at dawn the next morning ignited a frenzy of massacres in the area. By the end of the day, four hundred settlers had been brutally murdered. Before the uprising was over, more than eight hundred lay dead. Myrick’s lifeless body was later found outside his store, his bloody mouth stuffed with grass.


The Minnesota Massacre, as it was called, was the first sign of large-scale, organized resistance to the relentless white incursions into the Indians’ lands and the indignities heaped upon them under the reservation system. State and national authorities responded immediately. General John Pope, in charge of the Department of the Missouri, vowed, “It is my purpose to utterly exterminate the Sioux.… They are to be treated as maniacs or wild beasts.” (In later years, Pope’s views toward the Indians would soften, but his words were an accurate reflection of the views of most whites along the frontier.) A month later, General Henry Sibley and 1,500 troops defeated the Santees at Wood Lake. The most recalcitrant among the Indians escaped to the west into Dakota Territory and north into Canada, but 2,000 were captured, and 38 of them were hanged the day after Christmas in 1862. (The death toll would have been much higher—307 had been sentenced to death—had President Abraham Lincoln not intervened and commuted all the sentences except for those of proven rapists and murderers.) In addition, the Dakotas paid for their actions with the loss of their strip of land on the Minnesota River, and they were moved to another reservation farther west, on the Missouri River.


But the seed had been sown. Sioux resistance spread westward with the fleeing Dakota warriors, and the next few years saw a steady increase in hostilities and depredations throughout the Great Plains. The endless stream of emigrants (300,000 during the Civil War alone)30 up the Missouri River and along the main trails west— the Oregon, Bozeman, Bridger, and Santa Fe—angered the Sioux, who fought back the only way they knew how, with scattered raids throughout the area.


During the Civil War, army regulars on the frontier were moved to theaters of war back east, and volunteer militia took their place. These westerners were personally motivated to wreak revenge, and at dawn on November 29, 1864, they got their chance. Led by a former Methodist minister, Colonel John M. Chivington, the Third Colorado Cavalry militia regiment surrounded and fell upon peace chief Black Kettle’s sleeping Cheyenne village of about one hundred lodges on Sand Creek, 175 miles southeast of Denver in Colorado Territory. The fanatical Chivington had ordered women and children destroyed—“Nits make lice,” he pointed out—and his seven hundred volunteers enthusiastically obeyed orders, chasing down, killing, and then carving up the Cheyennes, who had believed themselves to be under army protection. By day’s end, some two hundred Indians, most of them women and children, were dead, many of them hideously mutilated. Chivington’s men later marched triumphantly through the streets of Denver, proudly displaying Cheyenne body parts.


White settlers in the area applauded and made Chivington a hero. Meanwhile, the Indian survivors made their way to other Cheyenne camps, and word of the massacre spread quickly across the plains. Over the next few months, enraged Cheyenne, Sioux, and Arapaho warriors raided towns, stage stations, ranches, and wagon trains, burning, looting, and killing wherever they could. Then, in late winter, they moved north to join their kinsmen in the Powder River country—that area between the Black Hills and the Bighorn Mountains which the Lakota considered theirs, though in fact they had wrested it from the Crows only a few decades before.


The end of the Civil War saw thousands more volunteer troops shifted to the frontier and the debacle known as the Powder River campaign of 1865, a largely fruitless effort to clean out the marauding Indians. That foray into the Sioux homeland by 6,000 soldiers in three columns stirred up the entire Lakota nation for good—particularly a tall, charismatic Oglala chief named Red Cloud, who had earned his reputation by collecting more than eighty coups from the time he was sixteen. (A warrior counted coup when he touched an opponent with his hand or a coup stick. Such bold acts were a measure of one’s bravery and were tallied carefully.)


Over the next few years, the cunning and unrelenting Red Cloud rained havoc on any whites foolish enough to enter the Powder River country. Through the heart of this country ran the Bozeman Trail, the best route to the Montana gold mines. An attempted parley at Fort Laramie in June 1866 fell flat when the whites’ talk of peace was revealed to be just that—talk. In the middle of the parley, a battalion of regular U.S. Army infantry marched into the post on their way to build more forts on the Bozeman. Red Cloud and almost all the Sioux promptly decided to leave after warning the whites to stay off the trail. Only the Brulé Sioux, led by the opportunistic Spotted Tail, and some minor chiefs signed the treaty, which was good enough for the government—any signature or mark was deemed legally binding. But the document was effectively meaningless, since the signees had no stake in the Powder River lands.


As the soldiers began building three forts along the Bozeman, they were constantly harassed by Red Cloud’s warriors. In December 1866, a large force of Oglalas, Minneconjous, Cheyennes, Hunkpapas, and even two friendly Crows31 bore down on Fort Phil Kearny. On December 21, they lured William J. Fetterman, a young Captain with little regard for the Indians’ fighting ability, out of the fort with an eighty-man detail made up mostly of raw recruits. The soldiers charged over a long hill in pursuit of a small band of Indians led by an audacious young warrior. At the most opportune moment, the warrior let out a war whoop, and hundreds of braves hidden in the gullies and woods along the trail swarmed upon the stunned bluecoats. In less than an hour, it was all over. Few of the Indians had guns; most of them relied on bows and arrows, lances, stone clubs, and knives, and most of the fighting was at close range. The Sioux lost twelve warriors,32 but Fetterman and every one of his men were killed. Earlier, Fetterman had been heard boasting, “Give me eighty men and I would ride through the whole Sioux nation.”33


The daring young war chief who led Fetterman to his death was named Crazy Horse. One writer would later call him “the strange man of the Oglalas.” It was an appropriate description, for Crazy Horse went his own way.


This warrior-mystic was born in the late fall of 1840 near Bear Butte, outside modern-day Sturgis, South Dakota, on the northern edge of the Black Hills.34 His father, also named Crazy Horse, was an Oglala holy man; his mother, Rattle Blanket Woman, a Minneconjou.35 His actual birth name was Light Hair, for his fine, sandy brown locks. His light hair, combined with his light complexion and sharp features, caused more than one settler to mistake him for a white child. An uncle died when the boy was about four, and his mother, grief-stricken, committed suicide. More than most Lakotas, Crazy Horse’s life would be colored by the loss of those close to him.


When Crazy Horse was a boy, he went by the name of Curly, and he was known for his shy personality. Like all young Lakota males, he was regaled with stories and songs that celebrated the cult of the warrior and progressed from paternal instruction and childhood games that emphasized war skills to buffalo hunts and war parties, during which older boys assisted seasoned fighters with relatively safe duties such as tending the packhorses and equipment. Curly became an expert with horses at an early age, and as an adolescent he began a close relationship with a renowned warrior named Hump, who may have been an uncle. Hump became Curly’s mentor, and soon the two were nearly inseparable.


As a young man, Curly was introverted and somewhat antisocial, to the point that others in his tribe considered him peculiar. Almost all Lakotas danced and sang socially, but Curly never would. “He never spoke in council,” said a longtime friend, He Dog. “He was a very quiet man except when there was fighting.”36 He took to the life of a warrior naturally. When he came of age and displayed conspicuous bravery in a fight with an enemy tribe, his father passed on his own name, Crazy Horse, to his son and took the name Worm for himself.


When fully grown, Crazy Horse was five feet seven inches tall,37 slight, and wiry. He had a narrow face, a straight nose, and “black eyes that hardly ever looked straight at a man,” according to a close friend.38 When the wife of a white scout encountered him in 1877, she thought him “a very handsome young man,”39 despite a noticeable scar on his left cheek.


Throughout the late 1850s and early 1860s, in dozens of raids and fights against enemy tribes such as the Crows and the Shoshones in and around the Powder River country, Crazy Horse proved his worth as a warrior. His reputation was so secure that sometimes he would drop back and allow others to count coup; once he did this for his younger brother, Little Hawk. He always led his men from the front, and unlike most Lakotas, he dismounted to fire his rifle. He used good judgment and planned soundly. In battle he eschewed ostentatious dress. Instead, he wore a simple eagle feather upside down on the back of his head, a cotton shirt and breechcloth, and moccasins. His waist-length hair was braided down both sides. With one finger, he would draw a zigzag streak of red earth down the center of his face. As a good-luck talisman, he wore a small white stone in a bag under his left arm. Whether due to this amulet or not, Crazy Horse was rarely injured, though nine horses were shot out from under him in battle. Only once was he badly wounded, in the leg, and that was before he began carrying the stone.


Most of the warfare Crazy Horse participated in during this time was intertribal, but that changed in the mid-1860s. The opening of the Bozeman Trail and the army’s three forts made it clear to Crazy Horse and several thousand other Lakotas that they would never walk the white man’s road. For most of the decade, any soldiers or travelers along the Bozeman ran the risk of attack by a Lakota war party.


When the news of Fetterman’s defeat reached the East, there was an immediate clamor for retaliation, particularly in the army. General William T. Sherman, Civil War hero and now commander of all military forces on the Great Plains, called for total extermination, if necessary. But a burgeoning peace movement, which had gained full steam after the Sand Creek Massacre and which comprised many humanitarians who had campaigned against slavery and were now turning their attention to the plight of the Indians, lobbied for a less bellicose solution. Their efforts, combined with the realization of the precarious positions of the three isolated forts and the fact that hostilities had reduced the traffic on the Bozeman to almost nothing, paid off. After much saber rattling and throat clearing in Congress, and an abortive campaign on the plains, President Andrew Johnson called for a peace commission to convene in the fall of 1867 at Medicine Lodge Creek, Kansas (with the southern Plains tribes), and in April 1868 at Fort Laramie (with the northern Plains tribes). Sherman was one of three generals named to the commission.


The discussions at Medicine Lodge led to the permanent establishment of many reservations in Indian Territory, as, for the first time, the idea of one big Indian reservation was abandoned. Plans also were made for the education and assimilation of the Indians into white culture via agency schools, the encouragement of farming and Christianity, and eventually individual landownership. At Fort Laramie, the government bowed to the dictates of the resolute Red Cloud, agreeing to abandon the three forts along the Bozeman and to concede the country to the Powder River tribes. Only when the soldiers had left and the forts were put to the torch did Red Cloud put pen to paper. The trail itself was closed, and no whites were allowed in this territory.


Red Cloud’s was the only war with the United States that western Indians ever won. Even then, the victory proved illusory. The Fort Laramie Treaty of 1868 established the Great Sioux Reservation west of the Missouri in Dakota Territory, and Red Cloud and most of his followers soon became, in effect, reservation Indians. Now the government could more easily control them, which was the point. An “unceded territory” outside the reservation, where nonreservation Indians could hunt “so long as the buffalo may range thereon in such numbers to justify the chase,” had been granted to the Sioux, but in classic treaty double-talk, another article dictated that the Indians were not allowed to “occupy” those lands. (Sherman was reassured by his fellow commissioners that the buffalo would not last long enough for the clause to be a problem.)40 Thus, the very territory that Red Cloud and his countrymen had fought so hard to defend— the hunting grounds along the Powder and Bighorn rivers—would only momentarily remain theirs.


The U.S. government pledged to provide supplies and annuities while the tribes adjusted to their new homes. The treaty also allowed the construction of a railroad to the Pacific—and virtually anything else the government decided was necessary—through the heart of Lakota country. Some of the treaty’s terms were vague, confusing, and somewhat contradictory, and only a few Indians at best understood them.41 In a few years, the unceded territory especially would prove to be a sticking point for the U.S. government, when the rights of tribes there—particularly the nonreservation bands who lived and hunted there year-round and had never signed any agreements—clashed with the inexorable white tide working its way west. And the treaty’s essential ineffectiveness was underlined less than four months after its proclamation by a general order from Sheridan, at Sherman’s direction, that any Sioux found outside the reservation would be considered “hostile.”42 (Sherman, after returning east, wrote to his brother with chilling clarity: “The Indian war on the plains need simply amount to this. We have now selected and provided reservations for all, off the great roads. All who cling to their old hunting grounds are hostile and will remain so till killed off.”)43


For a few years, a shaky peace held sway over the northern plains. At the same time, a stunning cavalry victory on the Washita River and the subsequent roundup of most of the warring Cheyennes largely eliminated hostilities to the south. The peace-seeking atmosphere in the East was augmented by the election of General Ulysses S. Grant, the architect of the Union victory in the Civil War. Grant felt sympathy for the Indians’ plight. He told a friend that “as a young lieutenant, he had been much thrown among the Indians, and had seen the unjust treatment they had received at the hands of the white men.”44 In 1853 he had written, “The whole race would be harmless and peacable if they were not put upon by the whites.”45 Soon after taking office in 1869, he halted the army’s offensives against the Indians and implemented his own Peace Policy.


Grant’s policy consisted chiefly of moving all of the nomadic tribes onto reservations away from white expansion and attempting to civilize them. The difference was that now the government would attempt to do so nicely—“conquer with kindness,” as officials phrased it—without resorting to the brute force usually used. In an attempt to eliminate the rampant corruption in the Bureau of Indian Affairs, Grant’s administration hired churchmen, mostly Quakers, as Indian agents.46


The War Department disagreed vociferously with Grant’s plan and proposed keeping the peace by instilling fear in the Indians. They wanted to wage war at the first sign of hostilities, since dead Indians would require no annuities—and thus no crooked traders and contractors.47 For a while, the two policies worked well in tandem, at least on the southern plains. Indeed, the combination of humane treatment of reservation Indians and hard war on recalcitrants had tamed most of the southern tribes.48 In the north, however, it was a different story.


IN 1871, LARGELY due to a squabble between the Senate and the House,49 Congress forbade the making of any more Indian treaties. As an alternative, President Grant was forced to make “executive agreements” with the tribes, which would be ratified by both houses of Congress. These were essentially treaties under another name, but this time the House had a say in their approval. The most unfortunate result of the new agreement system was the change in attitude toward the Indian nations. No longer would they be considered sovereign powers, but orphans or wards to be treated as any domestic group of Americans might. It was a subtle but important difference, and the government would seek to justify its actions in the following years.


It also became increasingly clear that filling agency posts with religious men would not stem the tide of corruption. The few safeguards fortifying the Peace Policy were circumnavigated fairly easily, and even some of the churchmen were unable to resist the lure of easy fortunes.50 By the final years of Grant’s presidency, the Bureau of Indian Affairs was marked by as much scandal as the rest of his administration, and his well-intentioned Peace Policy was completely discredited.


Into the early 1870s, the northern plains remained relatively quiet and peaceful. But the Bureau of Indian Affairs’ turpitude steadily increased the natives’ ire, and starving warriors stepped up their raiding. In addition to the lack of annuities and the poor quality of the rations delivered, two transcontinental railroads, the Union Pacific and the Kansas Pacific, had recently been completed and carried even more emigrants into Indian lands. Even worse, the great buffalo herds were almost gone, scared off by the railroads and then killed off—gradually at first and then more quickly. Sherman and Sheridan’s troops aided the annihilation, visiting the same “total war” of food-supply destruction upon the Plains Indians as they had upon the Confederacy.51 Hide hunters slaughtered more than a million buffalo a year in the early 1870s. As the plains were emptied of this great animal, whites and Indians alike broke treaties. For their part, the nonreservation Sioux and Cheyennes retreated into the Powder River country and rarely ventured out of it, limiting their attacks primarily to white incursions into their lands and occasional cattle raids.


The fuse to the northern plains powder keg was lit in a remote area of the Great Sioux Reservation in western Dakota Territory. The Indians named this place Paha Sapa, “Hills That Are Black,” for the peculiar dark green coloring of the craggy rocks that encircled it and the pine trees that packed its slopes. Rumors of gold in the Black Hills had circulated for decades, including stories of Indians appearing at nearby trading posts with large nuggets and gold dust. Then, in 1857, an army expedition detailed to explore the region discovered gold “in valuable quantities,” findings corroborated two years later by another military force.52 After the Panic of 1873 (the country’s most serious financial crisis up to that point), desperate men turned miners began sneaking into the Black Hills. Far from discouraging them, the army decided to send a reconnaissance expedition to find the best location for a fort, an idea Sheridan had been pushing for a few years. Two prospectors and four newspaper correspondents accompanied the large column. The Black Hills Expedition of 1874 was led by Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer, the colorful wartime cavalry hero who had become one of Sheridan’s—and the nation’s—favorite Plains Indian fighters.


Custer’s column comprised 110 supply wagons, hundreds of cattle, a battery of Gatling guns, 10 companies of the Seventh Cavalry, 2 companies of infantry, almost 100 Indian scouts, interpreters, and scientific observers, and even a photographer—more than a thousand men in all. One of the strongest military forces to roam out onto the Great Plains, it wound its way southwest from Fort Abraham Lincoln, on the Missouri River five miles south of Bismarck, Dakota Territory, into the Black Hills three hundred miles away. The army expected—and perhaps hoped—to meet Indian resistance. Technically, according to the terms of the Fort Laramie Treaty of 1868, the United States was within its rights—Article II allowed “such officers, agents, and employees of the government as may be authorized to enter upon Indian reservations in discharge of duties enjoined by law”—but it is highly doubtful that the Indians had ever understood the terms to allow such a massive military force. The year before, Custer and most of his regiment had accompanied a railroad survey party along the Yellowstone River and deep into Montana Territory, and they had twice skirmished with the Sioux. But this summer there was little sign of the Sioux, although the Black Hills, their ancestral hunting grounds, were sacred to them. As a result, the expedition evolved into a three-week picnic. Still, Custer kept up his customary brisk pace, and his reports featured a rapturous if repetitious litany of verdant valleys, crystal-clear streams, picturesque campsites, abundant game, and—of considerably more interest to the nation—gold. Custer had requested a geologist for the trip, and two miners were hired at his expense.53 That spring he had written to his good friend the renowned tragedian Lawrence Barrett, that “for many years it has been believed from statements made by the Indians that the Black Hills are rich in minerals,” and there is little doubt which mineral he meant.54 The Dakota territorial legislature, after all, had officially petitioned Congress more than once for a scientific survey of the Black Hills, chiefly to determine the truth of the reports of gold.55


In his first dispatch, Custer reported that both of his prospectors had discovered the metal “in paying quantities,” but he judiciously tempered his remarks. He warned the newspapermen who accompanied him against exaggeration,56 although soon after striking gold, he sent a well-dressed, soft-spoken scout and legendary hunter named “Lonesome” Charley Reynolds through 150 miles of Indian country with the news. Custer’s second report stated that “men without former experience in mining have discovered [gold] at an expense of but little time or labor,” a claim that the hordes of out-of-work men still reeling from the Panic of 1873 found irresistible.


By the time Custer returned to Fort Lincoln, his restraint had disappeared. He told a reporter there that the Black Hills would rival “the richest regions in Colorado,” and other officers with the expedition and all of the news correspondents supported his claims.57 (Later he would call for the extinguishment of Sioux title to the region “for military reasons” and declare that the Indians had no real need for the Black Hills.)58 When these reports of gold were played up by newspapers from coast to coast—and especially after a follow-up expedition the next summer “confirmed in every particular” Custer’s dispatch59—men from all over the country headed for the Hills, precipitating the biggest gold rush since the one in California in 1849.


Through most of 1875, only a few hundred miners could be found digging into the sacred land of the Sioux. By the spring of 1876, however, there were more than 10,000. The army was directed to expel trespassers, but there weren’t nearly enough troops for the job, although they did give it a try. Since the punishment was usually no more than expulsion, many of the miners escorted from the Black Hills merely turned around and headed back. The soldiers sympathized with the prospectors, and some of Custer’s men at Fort Lincoln even deserted to join them.


Since the military was unable to control the region, some people in the government began to consider another option: buy the Black Hills from their owners. After all, jobs were scarce, other western mining fields had cooled, and an infusion of gold would be good for the precarious economy. The Panic of 1873 had ushered in a depression, and bankruptcies were frequent, crime rates up, and farm prices down, in no small part due to one of the most severe grasshopper plagues ever to hit the Midwest. Hundreds of thousands of out-of-work men, many of them Civil War veterans, were desperate for employment. There was a clamor from both the public and many in the press to open the Black Hills, as unrestrained newspaper accounts embellished and trumpeted potential fortunes, even going so far as to claim that Black Hills gold could pay off the national debt, then more than $2 million.60


There was one slight problem. The Black Hills belonged to the Lakota Sioux, not only by birthright but also by treaty, and they did not want to sell their land. Red Cloud and Spotted Tail, the two most prominent peace chiefs, made that clear when they were summoned to Washington in the spring of 1875 to negotiate. They remained adamant in the face of veiled threats that included the withdrawal of food rations at their agencies and suggestions that the government might not continue to keep miners out of the region.


Red Cloud and Spotted Tail returned home without signing an agreement, but that September a commission was sent west to negotiate a lease. About 5,000 Lakotas gathered to meet with them near  Red Cloud Agency in northern Nebraska. The hard-core nontreaty faction led by Crazy Horse and the Hunkpapa Lakota Sitting Bull did not attend, but they sent word that the Black Hills were not for sale and would be defended to the death. By this time, however, Red Cloud and Spotted Tail could see that they had no choice—the whites would take what they wanted, deal or no deal—and they were ready to strike a bargain. When the United States refused to meet their price—$70 million—negotiations broke down. Some of the nontreaty Indians from the north then made their belligerent presence known. A Minneconjou named Lone Horn rode up and delivered a fiery speech against some of the Lakotas for trying to sell his country.61 They succeeded in stirring up enough trouble that the commission members barely escaped with their lives. “The Commission were the gladdest people to get away from that part of the country that had ever visited there,” observed General George Crook.62 They returned to Washington in high dudgeon, recommending that Congress simply fix a fair value on the region and “then notify the Sioux nation of its conclusions.”63


Thus, President Grant in 1875 found himself on the horns of a dilemma. What was good for the nation—and virtually demanded by a desperate public, particularly in the frontier states and territories—would constitute a direct repudiation of the high moral ground underlying his Peace Policy. How could he justify such a brazen seizure of lands solemnly ceded to the Lakotas by treaty?


The answer came in November. Sheridan had been in San Francisco on a five-month honeymoon with his new wife when he was summoned to an executive meeting at the White House. He took a train east, picking up General Crook in Omaha.64 On November 3, the two met with the President and his top advisers on Indian affairs. Grant was persuaded—or decided, no one knows for sure—to follow a new course. The army was secretly ordered to no longer bar any settlers from entering or remaining in the Black Hills. To protect U.S. citizens from the sure-to-be-furious Lakotas, Grant would rely on an edict built on tenuous moral and legal grounds: the government would maintain that the 1868 treaty had been abrogated by the Sioux. Of course, some depredations had occurred, but Sheridan had reported that 1874 had seen relatively few Indian problems, and the Commissioner of Indian affairs had proclaimed that the Sioux had been more peaceful in 1875 than in any year for more than a decade.65 Nevertheless, a report issued a week after the November 3 meeting by a Bureau of Indian Affairs inspector cited various trumped-up accusations and smoothly worded falsehoods regarding Indian violations. The inspector concluded: “The true policy, in my judgement, is to send troops against them in the winter, the sooner the better, and whip them into subjection.”


The army had been itching for an excuse to make all-out war on the last unyielding Indians on the plains, but their hands had been tied by the Peace Policy and by the Bureau of Indian Affairs. Here was justification for Sheridan’s winter campaign and the seizure of the Black Hills all wrapped up in one tidy report. Still, a further coloring of legality was needed. An ultimatum would be delivered to all the “wild” Lakota bands in the Yellowstone and Powder river country. Unless they left their hunting grounds in the unceded territory and arrived at the Great Sioux Reservation by January 31, 1876, they would be declared hostile. The U.S. government would then make war on them until they returned to the reservation to learn the white man’s ways or were exterminated.66


Runners were sent from the Sioux agencies out to the hunting bands near the end of December, but by then winter had set in on the northern plains. Even if the Lakotas had wanted to come in to the agencies, it would have been impossible to do so before the ultimatum expired. The weather, their weakened ponies, and their women and children precluded their compliance. “It was very cold,” one Oglala warrior said later, “and many of our people and ponies would have died in the snow. We were in our own country and doing no harm.”67 Furthermore, most Lakotas had little desire to live on the reservation, especially this winter, when worse than usual ration deliveries had led to famine and supreme distrust of any promise from the whites. Even Sheridan admitted that the ultimatum “will in all probability be regarded as a good joke by the Indians.”68


So the deadline came and went, but only a few small bands arrived at the agencies. On February 1, 1876, the Interior Department announced that since the nontreaty Sioux had not complied with the ultimatum, they were now considered hostile and would be turned over to the army “for such action as the Secretary of War might deem proper under the circumstances.”69 Preparations for an immediate winter campaign moved forward quickly, built around a three-pronged attack to encircle and capture or destroy the hostiles.


All the while, whites continued to sweep across the country, beyond the Missouri River and the Great Plains, into and through the valleys bordering the Rocky Mountains, over the continent’s spine to the Pacific: settlers, miners, and adventurers; men, women, and children, tearing up the country, scaring off the buffalo and other game, chopping down the forests, destroying the grass with their cattle and other livestock, and desecrating the most sacred Indian places. Only a few tribes of the northern plains stood against them—the Lakotas, Cheyennes, and Arapahos—and only a hard-line contingent of each tribe, around 3,000 Indians (no more than 800 warriors), were unwilling to abandon the only way of life they had ever known.


To be sure, these three tribes did not present a united front. Most of their people lived most of the year on reservations and were not interested in war—or at least not a year-round war. They had become too dependent on the white man and his wares, or too tired of fighting him. But their situation was far more fluid than was generally known. Quite a few of the agency Indians would spend the winter on their reservations, drawing supplies, arms, and ammunition, and then journey out in the spring, spending half the year following the buffalo and raiding their traditional Indian enemies in quest of battle honors, which led to prestige and status. That had been their life for generations, and the wasichu threat to their homelands and their way of life would not interrupt it.


AGAINST THESE SUPERB guerrilla fighters defending their lives, lands, families, and way of life, Sheridan could muster less than 3,000 U.S. soldiers in his two northernmost military areas: the Departments of Dakota and the Platte.70 This tiny force, ill trained and badly equipped by a miserly Congress, was scattered across the frontier in dozens of garrisons large and small. Regiments spent little time together in training or maneuvers, and most soldiers spent little or no time improving their execrable marksmanship or devising tactics suited to fighting Indians. Most did not care. Aside from an educated officer corps—many of whom were graduates of West Point—the enlisted ranks were not composed of the best and the brightest. “All the really valuable survivors of the volunteer army had returned to civil life,” wrote one historian. “Only the malingerers, the bounty-jumpers, the draft-sneaks and the worthless remained. These, with the scum of the cities and frontier settlements, constituted more than half of the rank and file on the plains.”71


Another major problem—or blessing, given these sentiments— was desertion. As many as a third of the enlisted men in the 1870s took the “grand bounce” before settling into their new lives in frontier garrisons. The reasons were many: poor pay ($13 a month), inferior food, poor sanitation, harsh discipline, immediate danger, and, not to be underestimated, sheer boredom. Another temptation was gold. Many of the enlistees were unemployed and unemployable in the hard times following the Panic of 1873, and some of them, particularly those recruited in the big cities of the East, saw enlistment as transportation west. Once there, they skedaddled to the mining regions to make their fortunes.


To lead these troops, Sheridan could call on a handful of former Civil War Generals who were vying for the few top-ranking positions in the shrunken postwar army. Chief among them were George Crook, Nelson Miles, John Pope, John Gibbon, Eugene Carr, Wesley Merritt, and Ranald Mackenzie. And then there was his favorite, the man who had been his peerless troubleshooter and attack dog (“Sheridan’s pet,” said some) during the latter days of the Civil War; the man who had blazed the “Thieves’ Road” through the Black Hills, the heart of the Lakota holy country: George Armstrong Custer.
















TWO


“The Boy General of the Golden Lock”


G. A. Custer, Lieutenant-Colonel Seventh Cavalry, is young, very brave, even to rashness, a good trait for a cavalry officer.


WILLIAM T. SHERMAN


George Armstrong Custer’s first charge as a General, on the second day of the Battle of Gettysburg, was a disaster, and he barely managed to escape with his hide (though not his horse). His final charge, against a large Plains Indian village on the banks of a winding river, was also calamitous. Between the two, he led a charmed life, attributable by some to chance—“Custer’s luck,” as he and both friends and enemies termed it—and by others to good fortune’s true components: preparation, analysis, confidence, and decisive action.


His detractors claimed that he loved nothing better than a charge. They were right. They also accused him of recklessness, of acting without thought or deliberation. They were wrong about that. Custer had an uncanny ability to process what he saw, what he heard, and what he knew—the intelligence available in a situation—and then make a considered decision in an incredibly short amount of time. “He was certainly the model of a light cavalry officer,” said one of General Wesley Merritt’s staff members, “quick in observation, clear in judgment, and resolute and determined in execution.”1 Time and again in the last two years of the Civil War, after his promotion to Brigadier General, his subordinate officers observed “the Boy General” decide on a split-second course of action that turned out to be the right thing to do at the time. It did not take more than a charge or two to make a believer out of nearly anyone. By war’s end, only a few skeptics remained, and they tended to be resentful officers who were older and less successful. The men who served under Custer swore by him and claimed that they would follow him into hell itself.


FROM THE BEGINNING of his life, Custer never lacked for confidence. Its source, as with anyone, can only be guessed at—what a man is born with, what he develops, what he is accorded—but a good portion of Custer’s share of that attribute likely was his upbringing. A middle child of a large family, he was loved, encouraged, and admired by his parents and all of his siblings.


Custer was born on December 5, 1839, in the western Ohio hamlet of New Rumley to Emmanuel Custer and his new wife, Maria Kirkpatrick. Both Emmanuel and Maria had been married before (both of their spouses had passed away), and each had brought young children to the marriage. Their first two children conceived together died soon after birth, so George Armstrong—or “Autie,” as his family called him after his own toddler mispronunciation of his middle name—became the instant darling of the blended family and his father’s constant companion.2 Emmanuel Custer was a blacksmith of German stock, from Maryland originally, and a staunch Jacksonian Democrat who loved to talk politics. He and his selfless wife added four more children after Armstrong, and all of them mixed together as one mutually supportive clan. The family that lived in the plain, two-story, clapboard house was a rambunctious, happy one in which horseplay and practical jokes were as common as kisses and conveyed the same message. Armstrong became the new brood’s leader, though his younger brother Tom was always to be found nearby.3 Half sister Lydia Ann, fourteen years his senior, helped her frail mother raise the bunch, and young Autie became especially close to her.


Emmanuel Custer attended New Rumley militia meetings religiously—he had been elected Captain4—and often brought along little Armstrong. Clad in a soldier’s uniform made by his mother, Autie would march along with the militia, his father beaming as he went through the manual of arms with his toy musket on his shoulder. The elder Custer had in mind a clergyman’s life for his son, but Armstrong never cottoned to that dream.5 Like most young boys of the day, he was raised on tales of chivalry and knights of old, and thus dreamed of a soldier’s glory.


The family was far from well-to-do, but Emmanuel was a hardworking provider, and he eventually saved enough to sell his shop and buy an eighty-acre farm when Armstrong was nine. Between chores and school, Armstrong honed his riding skills. A cousin remembered that “he would show what a good horseman he was by riding standing up on the horse and running it around in a circle in the barnyard.”6 At twelve, after finishing the customary six years of basic lessons, Armstrong was sent to live with Lydia, who had married David Reed and moved to Monroe, Michigan, 120 miles northwest. She was lonely for her family, and the Custers would be hard-pressed to pay for any further schooling for Autie. While in Michigan, he attended the well-regarded Stebbins Academy for Boys. He was no scholar, preferring mischief and practical jokes, but he learned to read well enough to devour popular novels in class during lessons, his head buried under his raised desk lid.7 He was usually the leader of any disruptive behavior, though seldom the one to be punished for it.


In 1855, when Armstrong was fifteen, the Stebbins Academy closed, and he returned to the family farm in New Rumley. Intelligent and curious, he was reluctant to become a farmer. He continued his education at a local school designed to train teachers, and before he was sixteen, he accepted a teaching position at a township seventy-five miles away while continuing his studies. He also began courting young women, particularly Mollie Holland, with whose family he boarded for a while.


In the spring of 1856, Custer tried to obtain an appointment to the U.S. Military Academy at West Point, New York. Not only would this serve his fondness for the military, but the academy’s scholastic reputation was excellent, and he would likely be able to land a good position in the private sector after his service. Then sixteen, he wrote to John A. Bingham, the local Congressman, who had the power to make such appointments, usually as rewards for political patronage. Custer had been raised by his father as a die-hard Democrat, and Bingham was a Republican, a member of the new party barely two years old. Armstrong boldly—or foolishly, or both—made his political affiliation clear in his letter. Fortunately for him, Mollie Holland’s father was determined to put a stop to his daughter’s romance, and he likely interceded on Custer’s behalf with Bingham, who happened to be his friend. The Congressman requested the appointment, and it was granted in January 1857. Armstrong’s father gave his permission, borrowed the $200 required for admission, and in June, with the rest of the family, saw him off on a train bound for New York.


SINCE ITS FOUNDING in 1802, the U.S. Military Academy at West Point had seen its share of lollygaggers. Armstrong Custer would put them all to shame.


The education a young man received at the Point was as good as or better than that received at most of the young country’s universities. The Corps of Engineers ran the school, and it turned out top engineers—essential to an expanding nation. But the academy’s primary goal was to build military officers out of the rough materials provided. To that end, discipline and drill reigned, and even slight transgressions of the countless rules and codes earned cadets demerits. These demerits, or “skins,” were closely tabulated. If a cadet earned two hundred a year, he would probably be expelled. Custer, whose curly golden hair earned him the nickname “Fanny,” quickly began compiling skins at a record rate. Most of them were for seemingly insignificant infractions, such as tardiness, an untidy uniform, inattention, or boyish conduct. Others were the result of mischief making, and several southern boys in his circle (most of his close acquaintances were from the South) were his coconspirators. One, a Virginia-born Texan named Thomas Rosser, was likely his best friend.


Though the cause of much annoyance to his instructors, Custer soon became one of the most popular cadets ever to attend the academy. His sunny disposition and love of a good laugh proved magnetic, and though some judged him an unlikely soldier, “we all loved him,” said one classmate.8 Custer ignored rules and schoolwork and reveled in after-dark adventures, some to Benny Havens’s tavern in a small town a mile away. He became a genius at managing his demerits; when he approached the limit, he would straighten up until term’s end. He would also walk endless extra-duty guard tours to remove some minor breaches from his record. Still, by the time he graduated in 1861, he possessed more skins than anyone else in his class. Somewhat inexplicably, he avoided expulsion. When thirty-three cadets were declared academically deficient in January 1861, they were allowed to take a reexamination; only Custer was reinstated. Though Custer gained a reputation for cleverness, it was only for his inventive pranks; his grades were almost never better than average and frequently worse. (One day in Spanish class, he asked the instructor to translate “class is dismissed” into Spanish. When the teacher complied, Custer led his classmates out of the room.) But he read voraciously—mostly martial romances, Sir Walter Scott’s Waverley novels, and James Fenimore Cooper’s Leatherstocking Tales—and began a lifelong habit of unceasing correspondence with friends and family that reflected his steady improvement as a writer. (He particularly enjoyed writing poetry to girlfriends back home, for he had acquired a healthy fondness for the fairer sex, judging from the fact that he was treated for gonorrhea in August 1859 after returning to the Point from a two-month furlough.)9


The school’s rigorous curriculum offered classes in all of the major subjects, such as mathematics, English, history, art, philosophy, and geography, and was supplemented by French, Spanish, ethics, astronomy, dancing, and much more. Military subjects ranged from infantry, artillery, and cavalry tactics to ordnance, gunnery, fortification, swordsmanship, and horsemanship (at which Custer excelled). Despite his mediocre grades, some of the learning stuck with him, and Armstrong was aware of its importance. To his older sister he wrote, “I would not leave this place for any amount of money, for I would rather have a good education and no money than a fortune and be ignorant.”10 Overall, however, he scraped by, noting later, “My career as a cadet had but little to commend it to the study of those who came after me, unless as an example to be carefully avoided.” He seemed content with his class rank, and almost proud of it. He told one classmate that there were only two positions in a class worth noting, and since he was not interested in the “head,” he had aspired to the “foot.”


Armstrong’s strongest attribute was a valuable one: more than anything else, he excelled at making friends. Upon arriving in 1859, one plebe remembered hearing the crowd around him shout, “Here comes Custer!” and turning to see the object of everyone’s attention—a slim fellow with a gangly walk. “He was beyond a doubt the most popular man in his class,” remembered one friend at the Point. One of his roommates called him “one of the best-hearted and cleverest men that I ever knew,” but added, “The great difficulty is that he is too clever for his own good.”11


After Abraham Lincoln’s election to the presidency in November 1860, several cadets departed the Point. Even more resigned when South Carolina seceded on December 20, 1860, to be followed by six other states (Georgia, Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas) in the next few weeks. In February 1861, the Confederate States of America was formed, and that prompted the departure of most of the remaining southerners, who returned to their home states to take up positions in volunteer units. In all, thirty-two cadets separated from the academy because of the war, almost half of the graduating class.12 Custer, still a staunch Democrat like his father, sympathized with his southern classmates, but he would remain loyal to the oath he had taken more than four years earlier and to his home state, Ohio. When Lincoln was inaugurated on March 4, 1861, hostilities seemed imminent. Six weeks later, Confederate cannon bombarded Fort Sumter. The President issued a call for 75,000 volunteers, and the nation entered a civil war.


At that time, the Point’s course of studies lasted for five years. The class of 1861 graduated several weeks ahead of schedule in early May. Custer’s class of 1862 was supposed to graduate thirteen months later, but there was a great demand for trained officers, even untested ones, to drill the tens of thousands of enlistees. Most believed this would be a short war, maybe even nothing more than one decisive battle. As a result, it was decided that the class of 1862’s course work would be accelerated and its members graduated as soon as possible. On May 6, 1861, they began an abbreviated slate of classes that compressed an entire year’s worth of instruction into little more than a month. The exhausted cadets studied in and out of the classroom almost around the clock, but their hard work was rewarded: they graduated on June 24 as the second class of 1861. There were thirty-four graduates. Final examinations put George Armstrong Custer at the bottom of his class. He earned his worst grades in cavalry tactics.13


Earlier, Custer had written to the governor of Ohio offering his service in the volunteer army, hoping for a temporary transfer from the regular army and a higher rank.14 Nothing had come of that, and now, appointed a Second Lieutenant along with his classmates, he awaited his orders at the Point as the rest of his class left for their assignments. After a brief delay—he was court-martialed and reprimanded for not breaking up a fight while he was officer of the day—he received his orders and hopped a train for Washington on July 18. He stopped in New York just long enough to buy a uniform, a saber, and a revolver, and he reached the capital two days later, to find the city seething with activity. Arriving at the Adjutant General’s office at the War Department for his orders, he found he was assigned to the Second Cavalry, which was with General Irvin McDowell’s army in Centreville, Virginia. The army was located just east of a steep-banked creek called Bull Run, the likely location of an impending battle.


The young Lieutenant found a horse in Washington, a near-impossible task (in the process of searching stables, he met an enlisted man he knew from West Point who had an extra mount), and rode most of the night twenty-five miles out to Centreville, joining his unit before dawn. The Second Cavalry spent the next day assigned to support artillery batteries in the rear. From a hill, Custer watched an apparent Yankee victory quickly become a rout when the Rebels, aided by fresh reinforcements in midafternoon, outflanked the Union army. All through the rainy night, he retreated with the rest of the bluecoats back to Washington. It was suddenly clear that the war would last longer than one battle.


Custer’s company saw no action that day. Although he would later admit to the same fears that almost every soldier feels in his first engagement, Custer comported himself well while directing his men in a rearguard action and was cited for bravery. By all accounts, it appears he took to war like a duck to water. His regiment remained on duty in Washington, and he saw little of the hostilities that continued throughout the year. But he was not idle. West Point graduates were in great demand as staff officers, and Custer served as an aide to several minor Generals, learning leadership skills at their sides. Still, paperwork was not what Custer wanted, and throughout 1862 he volunteered for every chance for combat he could. He participated in the occasional skirmish and reconnaissance mission, and several commendations followed. In May 1862, his fearlessness in crossing a river to scout the enemy’s lines impressed Major General George B. McClellan, commander of the Army of the Potomac. Little Mac offered him a spot on his staff as aide-de-camp and a brevet, or temporary rank, of Captain.


Custer seized the opportunity and quickly made himself indispensable to McClellan, whom he had worshipped from afar. The young Captain thrived in his new responsibilities, which sometimes involved acting as his commander’s representative with units in combat and gathering and relaying intelligence, often from reconnaissance he conducted himself. It was valuable experience for the twenty-two-year-old. But when McClellan was relieved of his command less than six months later on November 7, Custer was left without a position. When winter conditions put an end to large-scale military operations on both sides, he spent most of that winter back in Monroe, flirting with the young ladies of the town and having a grand old time. He also met a dark-haired beauty named Elizabeth “Libbie” Bacon, the daughter of a judge who disapproved of the attentions paid her by a lowly blacksmith’s son. From their first meeting on Thanksgiving Day, Armstrong was entranced by her combination of sophistication, vivacity, and sensuousness. He began courting her the next day and continued through the holidays. Libbie was initially cool—she had plenty of better-appointed suitors—but she quickly warmed to him in spite of, or perhaps because of, her father’s opposition. Before the end of the year, they talked of marriage.


When he returned to the Army of the Potomac in the spring of 1863—his rank reverted to Lieutenant—the recent Union defeat at Fredericksburg had sparked another change in command. Major General Joseph Hooker had taken over from Major General Ambrose Burnside. Hooker would not last long either, but he did make some important organizational changes, particularly in regard to the cavalry. Up to this point, the Union horsemen had been ill used, performing chiefly in small units as couriers, escorts, and sentries for the infantry, with the occasional short-range reconnaissance mission thrown in. The Rebel cavalry—led by the daring James Ewell Brown “Jeb” Stuart—had literally run rings around the Federal army. Operating as large strike forces, guided by daring and initiative, Southern cavalry units seemed to roam the Virginia countryside at will. But Brigadier General Alfred Pleasonton, a martinet with seventeen years’ dragoon experience, believed that, with the proper organization, training, and leadership, the Yankees could hold their own and more, and he recommended a unified cavalry corps comprising several divisions.


Hooker took his advice in February 1863 and appointed Pleasonton to lead one of three divisions. Pleasonton took Custer onto his staff, and the exacting older man and the eager young one got along well, with Custer again making himself invaluable to a General. In several battles that spring, he established himself as a natural combat leader. Through several scrapes and skirmishes, as well as the occasional raid, he furthered his reputation for fearlessness and having a nose for battle. “He was always in the fight, no matter where it was,” recalled Custer’s orderly, Joseph Fought.15


Pleasonton was given command of the entire cavalry on June 22 (meaning Custer also gained a grade) and decided he needed a few young brigade leaders to inject some vigor into his corps—“officers with the proper dash to command Cavalry.” He picked three young officers who had served on his staff: Custer, Elon Farnsworth, and Wesley Merritt. On June 28, the Army of the Potomac’s new chief, Major General George G. Meade, appointed them Brigadier Generals. While Pleasanton’s other two choices might have been, at least in part, politically motivated, Custer’s promotion could only have been the result of merit—and no small amount of affection.16


During the first two years of the war, while on the staffs of these general officers and a few others, Custer had absorbed firsthand the elements of command. From each he had learned something valuable about leadership. He had gained confidence in his ability to gather intelligence, assess it accurately and quickly, intuitively make the right decision, and then implement the proper action—and make sure the job got done. “He was true as steel,” remembered an officer who served through the war with him. “He was depended upon for great things because he was dependable.”17 He had also learned, particularly from Pleasonton and McClellan, the value of tooting one’s own horn, whether it was in a personal letter, an official report, or an account given to a newspaperman.18 Finally, he had come to love battle as few other men did. Armstrong Custer felt truly happy, truly alive, only in war. He had found his calling, and he was damned good at it.19


Very few Generals led their men into battle, preferring to direct from the rear. Custer had an idea that if his men saw their commanding officer share the danger, they would fight even harder. Upon receiving his promotion, Brevet Brigadier General Custer and his bugler-adjutant pieced together a nonregulation uniform that was ridiculed by some: “a velveteen jacket with five gold loops on each sleeve, and a sailor shirt with a very large collar that he got from a gunboat on the James. The shirt was dark blue, and with it he wore a conspicuous red tie—top boots, a soft hat, Confederate, that he had picked up on the field, and his hair was long and in curls almost to his shoulders.”20 Custer’s chief intention, he would explain, was conspicuousness: he wanted his men always to know where he was. Soon the men of his command began copying his red tie and even his long hair.


The twenty-three-year-old Custer (he was the youngest General in the Federal army for a while) barely had time to learn his subalterns’ names before entering the crucible of Gettysburg just a few days after his appointment. Custer’s division commander was an excitable little West Point classmate named Judson Kilpatrick, nicknamed by his troopers “Kill-Cavalry” for the senseless charges he often ordered his men into. Kilpatrick sent Custer’s brigade to charge an unscouted Rebel position on the second day of the battle, south of Hunterstown. Custer, eager to impress his new command, trotted to the front of the foremost company, turned to his men, and declared that he would lead them. They charged down a road and were met with furious fire. Custer’s horse was hit, and he was thrown to the ground, stunned. A Private galloped up, shot a Rebel aiming his carbine at Custer, pulled his commander onto his own horse, and carried him to safety. Custer’s first charge as a brigadier was a failure, but he had shown his mettle to his men.21


The next morning, the third day of the battle, General Robert E. Lee sent Stuart’s feared cavalry—his “Invincibles”—north around the Union’s right flank in an attempt to wreak havoc on its center rear while General George Pickett made his ill-advised charge on their front. In the area were the gun batteries that were doing significant damage to Pickett’s advance. As part of the Union line was about to be overrun, Custer led the Seventh Michigan Regiment against Stuart’s troopers with the cry, “Come on, you Wolverines!” His men drove the Rebels back until Confederate reinforcements arrived. Custer led his men back to safety before Stuart sent a wide formation of eight regiments forward in intimidating fashion. There was only one intact regiment, the First Michigan, and Custer again galloped to the head of the column, gave the same rallying cry, and led his men straight into the center of the eight Southern regiments. The resulting collision was like a train wreck, riders and their mounts crashing into and over each other, sabers clashing and pistols blasting at short range, bluecoats from either flank jumping in to help break the Rebel charge. Stuart withdrew, no doubt wondering who the fearless opponent in blue velveteen was. It was the first time the Federal horsemen had stopped Stuart’s cavalry and held the field.


Triumph followed triumph for the Boy General and his Michigan Brigade, which quickly earned a reputation as the best brigade in the cavalry corps. “I believe more than ever in Destiny,” Custer wrote a few weeks after Gettysburg.22 He had good reason to do so. Pleasonton remarked in private that he thought Custer was “the best cavalry General in the world.”23 Culpeper, Brandy Station, Yellow Tavern, Haw’s Shop, Cold Harbor, Trevilian Station—these battles and other lesser engagements honed Custer’s tactical and leadership skills to a sharp edge. They also gained for him no small degree of fame. His style of dress and command, and his victories, made great copy, and his likeness began showing up in newspapers and weekly magazines. He was becoming famous.


He also became a husband. Over the previous year, he had mounted a full-scale charge on Libbie Bacon and her father and stepmother. Libbie had decided quickly that she loved him; her parents took a bit longer. Through occasional visits and constant correspondence, Armstrong had gotten one and all to agree to a marriage, and on February 9, 1864, Armstrong and Libbie tied the knot in a grand wedding that included hundreds of guests. After a honeymoon trip that included stops at West Point, New York City, and Washington, D.C., the General returned to his troops, accompanied by his bride. Until war’s end, she followed him as closely as possible and stayed with him at his brigade headquarters whenever she could. Libbie was often the only officer’s wife with the command, granted special dispensation by Philip Sheridan, who was inordinately fond of Custer, whom he called “youngster.”24


Thanks to yet another round of command changes, the pugnacious Sheridan was now in charge of the cavalry. In the spring of 1864, Ulysses S. Grant was appointed General in Chief of the Federal army. He had been extraordinarily successful in the western theater, conquering Vicksburg and Chattanooga, and seemed to be the leader Lincoln had been looking for since the war’s beginning. Grant came east and brought with him several of his favorite officers. One of them was a stocky man who wore a perpetual scowl—a tremendous leader, inspiring and audacious, whose men loved him. He had led infantry troops in the West, but now Grant put him in charge of the Cavalry Corps, relieving Pleasonton, much to Custer’s dismay. But Custer liked his new commander immediately, for Philip Henry Sheridan was an Ohio man after his own heart. The son of a laborer, Sheridan had battled his way through West Point as an Irish Catholic outsider several years before Custer. The squatty Sheridan and the taller Custer were physically distinct, but both were mercurial, emotional, and demanding of the men they led.


In August 1864, Grant gave Sheridan command of his own Army of the Shenandoah and ordered him to crush the Confederate troops under the ill-tempered General Jubal Early that had been threatening Washington. Sheridan’s 40,000 troops were to destroy Early’s forces and wage total war on Virginia’s fertile Shenandoah Valley, the “Breadbasket of the Confederacy,” by burning or seizing all crops, livestock, and stores—anything that could feed the Rebel army. “Such as cannot be consumed, destroy,” his orders read. As part of his command, Sheridan was given the First Cavalry Division, which included Custer’s brigade, and the cavalrymen embarked from Harpers Ferry, West Virginia, on August 9, 1864. Over the next ten weeks, Sheridan’s army brought the conflict home to the valley’s civilian inhabitants, causing severe damage to their homes, crops, buildings, animals, and morale. “It was a phase of warfare we had not seen before,” a Federal cavalryman later recalled.25 The new doctrine would ultimately win the war for the Union.


The Army of the Shenandoah fought a series of running battles with Early’s meager forces. The Rebels held their own for a few weeks, but after a two-week respite, the hostilities heated up in mid-September. At Winchester, Virginia, on September 19, Custer respectfully refused an order by Sheridan to make a charge into a heavily manned enemy position. When the Rebel units shifted, he led an attack that broke a superior infantry force and drove it from the field. The victory was his swan song with the Wolverines; at the end of the month, Sheridan rewarded him with a division of his own. Both the enlisted men and the officers of the Michigan Brigade were stunned and despairing at the news, and 472 of them signed a petition requesting transfers.26 But Custer’s new command, the Third Cavalry Division, was elated, and many of its members donned red neckties in his honor.


Once the Federals had driven the Rebels out of the Shenandoah Valley, Sheridan began withdrawing his forces north through the valley, the cavalry acting as a rear guard, burning and pillaging a swath thirty miles wide as they went. A fresh force of Rebel cavalry led by Custer’s old West Point friend Tom Rosser nipped at the Union army’s heels as it retreated. Custer begged to fully engage the Confederates, and Sheridan granted his wish. At Tom’s Brook, the first major battle in which Custer led his new command, two brigades of the Third turned and attacked a larger division led by Rosser, smashing it so hard that the Union cavalry pursued the Rebels for twenty miles.


Ten days later, on the foggy morning of October 19, a brilliant surprise attack by Early’s forces on the unsuspecting Union army’s camp at Cedar Creek routed three entire divisions. Custer’s Third Division, on the army’s right flank, was one of the few commands that did not retreat in disarray. The men of his division and one other held firm until Sheridan, after his storied eleven-mile ride from Winchester the following morning, rallied the Union troops and swept the field. Custer’s division delivered the death blow, and the battle essentially ended the fighting in the valley. It was clear to all that the Union cavalry had fought in the forefront, and to reward Custer and Merritt, his best cavalry leaders (Farnsworth had died at Gettysburg), Sheridan recommended their promotion to Brevet Major Generals. The brevets were awarded a few days later.


Through the rest of the year, the cavalry stayed in the field, busy with raids and reconnaissance in the valley against the never-say-die Rosser and his Laurel Brigade. The Texan gained a measure of revenge on December 21, 1864, when he surprised the Third Division at Lacey’s Springs in a predawn attack after Custer had pulled his pickets in early, after reveille. The division regrouped quickly and counterattacked with minimal damages, but a shaken Custer —who had barely escaped from the inn that he had commandeered— ordered the Third to retreat back down the valley to Winchester. After criticism and questioning from Sheridan, Custer would twist the facts in his official report to avoid taking responsibility—a common tactic among Civil War commanders, and one that Custer would occasionally use in the future.27


In late February 1865, after a long, cold winter of work, the cavalry rode south to join up with Grant and the Army of the Potomac in their hammering of the remnants of General Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia, still entrenched in Petersburg and Richmond, Virginia. At Waynesboro in early March, the Third overwhelmed Early’s forces and routed them, destroying what was left of the little Rebel army. A few weeks later, the cavalry reached Grant outside Petersburg. The Union commander gave them the task of riding around Lee’s army and capturing his supply and escape routes, the Richmond & Danville and Southside railroads. The half-starved Southerners could ill afford that blow, so Lee sent almost 20,000 men to block the Union troops. The two armies met at a crossroads named Five Forks. Over the previous two days, Custer’s division had been detailed to guard and help the baggage train through thick mud, but he moved his men quickly up to the front just in time to bolster the sagging Union line. The next day, the Third played a large part in a furious Federal victory. The loss of many thousands of troops and the two railroads broke the back of the Confederacy.


The following day, Lee’s Rebels made a run for North Carolina in an attempt to reach General Joseph Johnston’s Confederate army there. Grant sent Sheridan’s cavalry to head them off. Over the next eight days, Lee did his best to evade the Federals, avoiding major confrontations whenever possible, but his ragged troops were starving, exhausted, and dispirited, and the fight had largely gone out of them. On April 6, one wing of the Rebel army made a stand at Sayler’s Creek but ultimately gave in to the constant pounding by the superior Union force. As usual, Custer and his Red Tie Boys, as they were now known, were in the thick of things.


Two days later, it was all over. At Appomattox Courthouse, Custer’s Third Division seized four trains of Rebel munitions and supplies. The next morning, after some skirmishing, a single Confederate officer rode up to Custer waving a white towel. Lee wanted an end to the hostilities. That afternoon Lee met Grant at Wilmer McLean’s house at Appomattox to negotiate the surrender. Outside, Custer wandered among the Confederate officers, talking with those he knew from the Point. Sheridan paid McLean $20 for the small table on which the conditions of surrender had been signed and gave it to Custer as a gift for Libbie. In a note to her he wrote, “There is scarcely an individual in our service who has contributed more to bring about this desirable result than your gallant husband.”28


The war was finally over, and everyone in the Union army was thankful, including Custer, scarecrow gaunt after the final exhausting campaign—or at least so he told Libbie: “Thank God PEACE is at hand,” he wrote her two days later.29 But on some level, he must have been disappointed. He had rhapsodized in his letters about the glory of war, and it must have been clear to him after four years of almost constant fighting that he was a born warrior. Never again would he be as happy as when he was leading devoted soldiers into battle for a great cause. Of the Union’s Generals, only Grant, Sherman, and Sheridan were thought of more highly by the American public. Among Custer’s peers, only the jealous would whisper that such a meteoric rise was undeserved. There was still plenty of boy in him, but he had matured. He seemed to many, inside the army and out, to be the very model of noble knighthood. Custer’s praise and concern for those serving under him filled his reports—to the virtual exclusion of any feats of his own. His men responded in kind, and anecdotes of his gallantry and modesty became the stuff of legend. After Custer’s death, one soldier who had been shot in the leg and helped off the field by the Boy General summed up the admiration his men felt for their commander when he said, “I would have given my right arm to save his life—aye, I would have died in his place!”30


Custer spent much of the next year in Texas and other parts of the South with a cavalry division assigned to Reconstruction duty— and the not-so-hidden job of ostentatiously displaying America’s martial might for the edification of Emperor Maximilian of Mexico, whose French puppet masters had violated the Monroe Doctrine by putting him in power. Custer’s troopers were Northerners, volunteer remnants of the great Army of the Republic, and they could not have cared less for the idea of another campaign, however justified it might be. They had done their jobs and saved the Union, and now they just wanted to go home, as most of their fellow soldiers had. And they wanted no part of the harsh West Point disciplinary tactics that Custer believed in, including floggings, which had been abolished by the army in 1861, and even the execution of deserters, whose numbers were sky-high. Rations that were slow in coming or of inferior quality exacerbated the situation. After a grueling 150-mile march in August from Alexandria, Louisiana, to Hempstead, Texas, things got even worse. Most of the enlisted men in the division, and some of their officers, hated Custer. The commanding officer who had seemed so solicitous of his men during the war now seemed strikingly indifferent to their well-being. Sheridan encouraged Custer’s strict discipline, and the local populace appreciated his efforts, but it earned him a reputation as a tyrant—a reputation that would linger, deservedly or not, to the end of his days and beyond.31


MAJOR GENERAL GEORGE Armstrong Custer’s volunteer commission expired in January 1866, and he was mustered out of the army at the ripe old age of twenty-six. He and Libbie returned to Washington. By virtue of brevet—an honorary promotion granted to reward battlefield heroics or meritorious service, but all too often the result of staff connections—almost every officer in the service above the level of Lieutenant had commanded a regiment or battalion in the Civil War. The end of the war had seen virtually every one of them reduced to their regular army rank, usually several notches lower. Even Custer, one of the most accomplished Generals, could not avoid this fate. He was now only a cavalry Captain in the regular army, trying to decide what to do with the rest of his life. He explored civilian options, including several business opportunities in New York, with money and the means of earning it uppermost in his mind. Friends urged him to consider politics, but he decided against that after spending an unpleasant several weeks on President Andrew Johnson’s campaign tour. Back in Washington, he seriously considered a lucrative offer from the Mexican government of a high position in the Mexican army. General Grant endorsed a year’s leave of absence to pursue this opportunity, but Custer was still an officer in the U.S. Army, and the Secretary of State denied permission. To accept the offer, Custer would have to resign his commission, and who knew how long the job in Mexico would last? He turned down the post, his future still uncertain.


In July 1866, Congress decided to expand the mounted service and approved the creation of four more cavalry regiments bound for the western frontier. Custer was appointed Lieutenant Colonel of the Seventh Cavalry. (He had been offered the colonelcy of one of the two new black regiments, the Ninth, but had turned it down. He had specifically requested a command of white troops.)32 Though no longer a General, he had a command again, since the regiment’s Colonel would remain on detached duty. And he would see combat once more, this time against the original inhabitants of the continent.


OVER THE NEXT decade, Custer became the army’s best-known—and, to many Americans of the time, best—Indian fighter. He fought Indians on both the southern and northern plains, though not nearly as often as his reputation suggested. He led the Seventh in only one major battle before 1876, and after that never engaged in more than a skirmish until the last day of his life. But a fawning press, still in love with the Boy General, embraced his new image, for no one looked better sitting on a horse, in a frontier scout’s buckskins, than the tall, ramrod-straight soldier with the golden locks—and no one was more accommodating. Custer seemed to have an intuitive grasp of the importance of celebrity. On his frequent leaves of absence, which often stretched to months, he socialized with prominent actors, writers, politicians, businessmen, other military men, and the occasional society belle, for his wife did not always accompany him on his trips to New York or Washington. Newspapers and magazines responded enthusiastically. And of course there was Custer’s own scribbling: the former schoolteacher had become a good writer, fashioning a clean style that was far less ornate than that of the typical scribe of the period. Before long, articles detailing his frontier experiences began appearing under a nom de plume, and by 1872 he was publishing regularly under his own name.


For these reasons and others, he was in the public eye more often than his counterparts, and—his ambition, ego, and confidence boundless—he enjoyed his celebrity enormously. There were other fine fighting leaders in the field, all former Union Generals, including George Crook, Eugene Carr, Ranald Mackenzie, and Nelson Miles. But none captured the fancy of the American public like George Armstrong Custer.


In October 1866, Custer and his wife traveled to Fort Riley, Kansas, to organize and train his new regiment. The regiment’s commanding officer, the older Colonel Andrew Jackson Smith, was soon given an administrative position (in the small postwar army, a lot of doubling up occurred), as was his successor, Colonel Samuel D. Sturgis. For the next decade, Custer assumed de facto command of the Seventh. Several of his officers were men who continued to serve with him to the last day of his life. All of his senior officers and most of his Lieutenants were Civil War veterans. Most were older than he, and drinking men, as was a good portion of the “Old Army” of the next few decades.


Captain Frederick Benteen, five years older, was a cantankerous, moonfaced Virginian who was much like Custer in several ways— brave to a fault, confident in his opinions, and possessed of a healthy libido.33 Brevetted a Colonel for bravery in the war, he had served under General James H. Wilson, a bitter rival of Custer’s. Wilson had recently recommended Benteen for an appointment in the regular army,34 and the grateful Captain planned to name his firstborn son after his former commanding officer (CO). Not surprisingly, Benteen took an instant dislike to Custer upon their first meeting in January 1867, put off by what he perceived to be the bluster and braggadocio of a press-created peacock.35 What Benteen saw as a tactless put-down of Wilson during their initial conversation likely didn’t help matters. It galled the Virginian to lead a mere company when others he felt were inferior to him led regiments, and that bitterness would infect the entire Seventh. (Benteen, ironically, had refused a Major’s post in the Ninth Cavalry, the same black regiment Custer had refused to command.)


Benteen liked his whiskey, but he was not a particularly heavy drinker. Some of the other officers made up for his measured approach. Captain Myles Keogh, an Irish soldier of fortune, had served in the Pope’s Irish Battalion before coming to America and joining the Union army. He and Custer had served together briefly on McClellan’s staff. Handsome, brave, and a bit of a dandy, he drank too much and occasionally became melancholy, though he largely kept that trait hidden. As tough a critic as the abstemious Libbie Custer found the Irishman charming, even when he was in his cups.36 Keogh was a more than capable officer, and most of the men in his troop appreciated his colorful antics. Captain Thomas Weir was another steady imbiber, but as a University of Michigan graduate, he was prized by many of the Seventh’s officers and their wives for his engaging conversation. He became a good friend of Custer’s and, some would later claim, even more intimate with Libbie.37


These were the civilized drinkers; there were plenty worse. One officer would even kill himself within a few years in a fit of delirium tremens.38 The rare individual who did not imbibe at all was often the subject of ridicule among his fellow troopers. Whiskey was also one of the chief “medicines” prescribed by the army’s doctors. Payday on a post was usually the scene of unbridled drunkenness, with virtually every trooper not on duty thoroughly inebriated and penniless in no time.39


The Seventh’s job was to establish the young country’s presence on the frontier and to protect settlers and railroad crews pushing westward. Early in the spring of 1867, the Seventh joined General Winfield Hancock’s 1,400-man expedition of foot, horse, and artillery troops. The westward-heading campaign was intended as a show of force and to punish any raiding Indians, if necessary. But the effort was an abject failure, compounded by the heavy-handed Hancock’s mishandling of a potential peace parley when he ordered a deserted Sioux-Cheyenne village destroyed. The result was increased hostilities and months of futile Indian chasing throughout western Kansas, Colorado, and Nebraska Territory.40


This was Custer’s first experience with an enemy that could not be caught and would not stand and fight if it were. Supply problems, inferior rations (some of the hardtack they were given had been boxed before the war), increased desertion (thirty-five men in one twenty-four-hour period),41 unbearable heat, a deceitful half-Indian guide,42 and Custer’s increasing worry and longing for his wife (during their three-year marriage, they had never been separated for this long) exacerbated the situation. A moody Custer again imposed strict discipline, and officers and even a newspaper correspondent took notice of his tyrannical ways. In mid-July, he left his command at Fort Wallace and galloped eastward with an escort of seventy-six troopers. Fifty-seven hours and 150 miles later, he burst into Fort Riley and promptly leaped upstairs to his quarters for an ecstatic reunion with his wife. The official CO of the Seventh Cavalry, Colonel Smith, preferred several charges against him—“absent without leave from his command” and “conduct to the prejudice of good order and military discipline” among them—and another Seventh officer, already under charges preferred by Custer for repeated instances of drunkenness on duty, filed even more, including the accusation that Custer had ordered that deserters “be shot down” without trial.43 Custer’s defense was shaky. Although he would later claim that he was worried about his wife’s safety because of a cholera epidemic spreading through the area and the threat of Indians, it appears that the real reason for his wild ride was simply a desire to see her—and perhaps his fear that Libbie was spending too much time with the engaging Captain Weir.44


A court-martial was convened two months after the event. Custer pleaded not guilty to all charges. (As a defense for riding so far from his command, he claimed that before the campaign, General Sherman had told him that “he was not to restrict himself to any orders.… he could go to hell if he wanted to.”)45 It appears that few of the officers—many of whom he had alienated over the previous several months with his imperious command style—were willing to speak up for him.46 Both he and Libbie professed the charges to be a plan by Hancock to cover up the failure of the expedition—“the trial has developed into nothing but a plan of persecution for Autie,” she wrote to a friend—and others also spread this rumor. But though it was true that several of the court’s members were on Hancock’s staff, or below Custer’s rank, Custer’s errors were well documented, and the conspiracy would need to have been wide-ranging indeed. (His claim of innocence is contradicted by a letter from Libbie to a friend in which she admitted that “when he ran the risk of a court-martial in leaving Wallace he did it expecting the consequences.”)47


The court bent over backward to grant Custer every allowance available to defend himself, but after almost a month of deliberations, Custer was found guilty on all but three charges. The court ruled that he should be “suspended from rank and command for one year, and forfeit his pay for the same time.” All things considered, it was a relatively mild sentence, since he could have been dishonorably discharged. After reviewing the verdict, President Grant termed it “lenient” and added that “the court must have taken into consideration his previous services.”48 Custer reacted by charging one of his officers with drunkenness on duty, and in that trial the regiment’s officers were further forced to take sides in the manner of their testimony. The resulting rent would never be completely mended as long as Custer commanded the Seventh.49


AT THE TIME, a court-martial was not the career-ending humiliation it would later become, but a much more common occurrence that usually involved significantly less important charges. After coming to terms with the sentence, the Custers treated it (or at least pretended to) like a yearlong vacation. While they wintered at their friend General Sheridan’s quarters at Fort Leavenworth and then headed east to Monroe in the spring, the relative peace that followed the Medicine Lodge Treaty of 1867 began to fracture just months after its signing. In July 1868, the Southern Cheyennes, angry at the government’s initial refusal to issue their annuities and likely frustrated by the increasing number of whites in their country, raided, killed, and raped at white Kansas homesteads and along trails. As summer turned to fall, the attacks increased, and the army seemed powerless to stop them. In August the Seventh, along with other army units, was ordered out after the marauding bands, but by mid-September the campaign was over, virtually barren of results. If anything, raiding increased in the area.


The chief reason for the failure was ineffectual leadership. The Seventh’s new field commander, Major Joel Elliott, had earned brevets for bravery as an officer of volunteers during the war. Later, as a member of Custer’s staff, he had impressed Custer so much that Custer had endorsed his application for a commission in the regular army. Elliott had repaid him by testifying on his behalf at his court-martial. Major Elliott was handsome and smart; legend had it that he had scored so high on the application tests that despite his lack of experience, he had been given a Major’s commission in the Seventh.50 (The fact was that the governor of his home state had secured Elliott’s commission before his board examination.)51 Elliott clearly had a bright future ahead of him, but he was young and inexperienced, and he found few Indians on the plains of Kansas. Subsequently, Lieutenant Colonel Alfred Sully, a veteran of the botched 1865 Powder River campaign on the northern plains, was assigned command and ventured afield with a force of cavalry and infantry. But Sully was equally ineffectual, returning after only a week, most of it spent issuing orders from an ambulance wagon.


A desperate Phil Sheridan—the new commander of the Department of the Missouri—needed someone to get the job done. Since August 1868, 110 whites had been killed, 13 women had been raped, more than a thousand head of livestock had been stolen, and much personal property had been destroyed.52 Sheridan requested that the rest of Custer’s sentence (two months) be remitted so he could assume command of his regiment. Sheridan’s superior, Sherman, sent a telegram to the Adjutant General near the end of September: “Gen. Sheridan needs active young field officers of cavalry and applies for the restoration to duty of Gen. Custer.”53


In the meantime, Sheridan sent a telegram to Custer in Monroe that read: “Generals Sherman, Sully, and myself, and nearly all the officers of your regiment have asked for you, and I hope the application can be successful. Can you come at once?” Custer had been so disillusioned of soldiering that he had asked banking tycoon John Jacob Astor for an agent’s job abroad. (Astor’s reply was sympathetic but negative.)54 Upon receiving the request, an ecstatic Custer packed quickly and took the next train west.


Sheridan gave him carte blanche, according to Custer: “I rely on you in everything, and shall send you on this expedition without orders, leaving you to act entirely on your own judgment.”55 With a command, on his own hook—that was how Custer liked it.


He found eleven companies (all but one) of his demoralized regiment at their camp forty-two miles south of Fort Dodge. They were clearly in need of the kind of leadership that only he could provide. Most, if not all, of his officers and men were happy to see him, and Custer apparently mended bridges with one officer who had spoken out against him during his court-martial.56 Benteen and Weir were there, but Keogh was on detached service with Sully’s staff. Several other officers who would serve with Custer until the end also were present. The tough and capable Lieutenant Myles Moylan was a “ranker” who had joined the army as a Private and worked his way up to officer not once but three times. Moylan had fought alongside Custer in the war, and after he had enlisted in the Seventh in 1866, Custer had recommended him for a commission—and requested that he be given a second chance at the officer’s examination after he failed it the first time. He was an able officer but for some reason beyond mere snobbery was not well liked. Second Lieutenant Algernon “Fresh” Smith had been severely wounded in the war and left with limited mobility in one arm. He had joined the Seventh the previous year, and soon after his comrades had given him the moniker “Fresh” to differentiate him from another Seventh Second Lieutenant who had once been a merchant seaman, H. W. “Salty” Smith. “Fresh” and his wife, Nettie, were part of the extended Custer family.


Second Lieutenant Edward Mathey was French-born but had served with distinction in the war. He was nicknamed “Bible Thumper” for his fondness for profanity. Captain George Yates, reliable and efficient, was a Monroe friend of Custer’s who had served with him on General Pleasonton’s staff. Custer had been instrumental in furthering his career. First Lieutenant William Cooke was another of Custer’s friends—a tall Canadian from a wealthy family who had fought with the cavalry in the war. At twenty, the good-looking Second Lieutenant Francis Gibson was one of the youngest officers in the regiment and was known for his sense of humor. First Lieutenant Edward Godfrey was only a year out of West Point, but previous to that he had served as a Private during the early part of the war. Although he was still a bit of a pup as an officer, he was smart and not the type to take sides in regimental politics. Another First Lieutenant was a familiar face: Custer had wrangled a transfer in late 1866 for his brother Tom, who, like so many of his fellow officers, had acquired a wretched drinking habit.57


These men and others in the Seventh saw a different Custer upon his return. Whether it was the ten months of idleness or plenty of time to see the error of his ways, their commander was a changed man—energetic, purposeful, and itching to find some hostile Indians again. He made peace with the officer who had preferred charges against him and instituted a regimen of drilling, target practice, and tough scouting expeditions to sharpen the Seventh into a crack outfit. Sheridan provided Custer with everything he requested: plenty of fresh recruits; new horses, rifles, pistols, and equipment; winter clothing; and more than enough ammunition.58 The new Custer was still a disciplinarian. When a few officers were tardy in getting ready to move out, he had their tents set on fire. “After that there was no tardiness,” remembered Custer’s wagon master.59 A month after his arrival, they set out.


Sheridan’s plan was perceived (by him at least) as something of a novelty: a winter operation. Although U.S. troops had directed winter attacks deep into enemy territory before, with varying degrees of success, Sheridan seems to have been unaware of them, as he always spoke of the strategy as a new one.60 Overriding the protests of guides and advisers, such as the legendary mountain man Jim Bridger, who believed that the harsh blizzards of the plains would swallow up soldiers unused to such conditions, he decided to send three columns from different directions into the heart of the Indians’ cold-weather sanctuary. Sheridan figured that the army could not catch the Indians during the summer, when their ponies were well fed, so striking them while they were settled into riverside campsites was a risk worth taking. In addition, the southern plains hostiles, having spent several months living on pemmican and other stored foods and rarely venturing far from the warmth of their tepees, also would be more vulnerable than they would be come the spring’s first shoots of grass.


Sheridan wanted to visit a kind of “total warfare” on the Indians, much like he and Sherman had inflicted on the Confederates in the war. The army’s crippling dependence on supply wagons would be solved by setting up and stocking a base camp much closer to Indian country. From the camp, the strike forces, headed by the Seventh Cavalry, could sally forth relatively unfettered. The Seventh Cavalry reached the chosen site within six days and erected Camp Supply in less than a week. Custer had carried out Sheridan’s directives in the Shenandoah Valley with grim efficiency, and Sheridan hoped for the same on the southern plains.


On the morning of November 23, in the midst of a heavy snowstorm, the eight hundred men of the Seventh set out with a small supply train of about thirty-six wagons. Their orders were simple and direct: “proceed South in the direction of the Antelope Hills, thence toward the Washita River, the supposed winter seat of the hostile tribes; to destroy their villages and ponies, to kill or hang all warriors, and bring back all women and children.” Four experienced scouts and a dozen Osage guides, bitter enemies of the Cheyennes, would assist in locating the enemy.61


A few days later, an advance scouting party led by Major Elliott, now Custer’s second in command, hit a fresh trail—a war party of at least one hundred Cheyenne warriors62 heading southeast, no doubt returning from a raid into Kansas. The command left all but eight wagons behind and rode in pursuit over rolling hills covered with thick snow. Just after midnight, they reached the valley of the Washita River and quietly followed it for several miles until a halt was called. Beyond the next ridge, the Osage scouts had found a village sheltered in a wooded bend of the river. No one was absolutely sure that the camp was hostile, but the war party’s trail had led them to it, and that was enough for Custer.63 Over the next few hours, he deployed squadrons to surround the encampment of fifty-one tepees and what they presumed were about one hundred fighting men, though Custer’s scouts did not reconnoiter farther afield. The near-frozen troopers were enjoined from even stamping their feet to keep warm, for fear of being discovered.


Just before dawn, a squadron led by Captain Albert Barnitz descended a butte to find themselves beset by four howling fox-hounds—probably Custer’s—which had escaped from the wagon train back on the Canadian River and pursued the column’s trail. Followed by the baying dogs, the troopers continued their approach to the sleeping camp, which was apparently oblivious to their presence.64 Minutes later, at daybreak, a shot from an Indian rifle rang out, followed by the trumpeters sounding the charge and the regimental band playing one feeble strain of “Garry-Owen,” a favorite of Custer’s, before their spittle froze. Custer led the charge from the north into the village—“He would allow no one to get ahead of him,” remembered scout Ben Clark65—and the regiment galloped through the tepees from several directions, firing indiscriminately and killing men and women alike.66 Within ten minutes, the bulk of the camp was secured. Most of the warriors were either dead or fleeing to the surrounding ravines and woods, or to the banks of the river to attempt resistance. Few of them carried guns, and the frigid weather made it difficult for them to wield their bows and arrows.67 Some of the troopers began herding the women and children together.


By midmorning, mopping up had commenced. Then Custer was alerted to two alarming developments. Major Elliott was enterprising and, in the words of a fellow officer during the war, “brave as a lion.” He also had something to prove, having lost command of the Seventh. Earlier, Elliott had galloped off downstream to the east with the regiment’s Sergeant Major and sixteen troopers to pursue a group of fleeing Indians. None of them had returned. Even worse, Lieutenant Godfrey, in pursuit of ponies and Indians, had ridden about three miles downstream and discovered tepees “as far as I could see down the well wooded, tortuous valley.… Not only could I see tepees, but mounted warriors scurrying in our direction.”68 The village they had attacked was only one of several. Downriver lay several larger encampments, a danger that proper reconnaissance would have revealed.


As more than a thousand armed warriors from downstream began surrounding the troopers,69 Custer ordered the village burned, the herd of almost nine hundred ponies destroyed, and the fifty-three captives mounted. Meanwhile, Custer sent a detail a few miles downriver to search for Elliott,70 to no avail. (When Custer and the Seventh returned to the site with Sheridan two weeks later, they found the bodies of Elliott and his men in a circle miles from the camp, frozen solid, riddled with arrows and badly mutilated.)


With his supply train several miles behind him, darkness coming on, and the enemy pressing his position, Custer mounted his command and brazenly marched downriver toward the other campsites. As he had hoped, the Cheyenne warriors retreated before this show of force. As soon as it was dark, Custer quickly reversed direction and stole away. Accompanied by his prisoners, all women and children, the regiment marched until after midnight and reunited with the supply train the next afternoon. The Seventh paraded into Camp Supply a day later in a grand display of pageantry that, to one officer, “rivaled and no doubt was the prototype of the modern Wild West Shows.”71 Custer and his command were warmly congratulated by Sheridan for the complete destruction of what they learned was a Cheyenne village under the rule of the peace chief Black Kettle, who had been killed with his wife while trying to escape on horseback early in the attack. Black Kettle had remained friendly despite enduring the Sand Creek Massacre four years earlier, during which his wife had been shot nine times. Ironically, his village had been situated several miles away from the main body of Cheyennes precisely because he had dreaded a repeat of Sand Creek.72


The military, most of the government, and the western populace echoed Sheridan’s assessment: the Battle of the Washita was heralded as a major triumph against the hostile Indians of the southern plains. Many eastern newspapers agreed, calling Custer a great Indian fighter. Other newspapers, as well as humanitarians and Indian sympathizers (including the Bureau of Indian Affairs), expressed outrage and denounced the action as an attack on peaceable and defenseless Indians. Some compared it with Chivington’s Sand Creek Massacre, persuaded no doubt by the presence at both of Black Kettle. But while most of the camp was peaceable, there seems to be little doubt that some of the warriors there had participated in depredations to the north.73 Unfortunately, Black Kettle’s innocent followers paid the price for associating with the guilty.


Before the battle, Custer had ordered any shooting to be limited to the “fighting strength”74 of the village, but in the frenzy of the attack, some noncombatants had been killed—some deliberately, some unavoidably. According to the Cheyennes’ own count, of the 30 to 40 Indians killed, approximately half were nonwarriors,75 and some of those had taken up arms and fought back.76 Custer reported a total of 103 warrior deaths, likely a classic example of military exaggeration. The true death toll was probably somewhere in between. Though there were a few instances of indiscriminate killing by the troopers, most of the innocent deaths were inflicted by the Osage scouts.77 The Battle of the Washita was harsh war but no massacre. Custer had himself halted the shooting of some Indian women and assigned men to protect them.78


Whatever the truth, Custer’s superiors were pleased with the result. Custer had done a superb job of whipping his troops into shape and marching deep into Indian country in severe weather, then hitting the unsuspecting Cheyennes hard on their home ground—a feat never accomplished before. Custer restored himself to the good graces of his superiors, and the victory restored some much-needed credibility to the army, both in Washington and on the plains, after the previous two years’ failures. The unseasonable attack shocked and demoralized the southern Plains tribes. No longer could they depend on their winter hideouts for safety.


Over the next four months, Custer and the Seventh endured severe weather and a life-threatening lack of provisions as they tracked down and subjugated virtually all the remaining hostile bands. Near the end of one futile pursuit, they survived on horseflesh and parched corn for several days, and on another occasion they lived on quarter rations of bread for ten days.79 The campaign climaxed in a bold move whereby Custer, Lieutenant Cooke, and a few scouts rode into a large Cheyenne village to negotiate. They sat in the chief’s lodge and smoked a peace pipe. A medicine man, the keeper of the tribe’s sacred medicine arrows, tapped ashes from the pipe bowl onto Custer’s boot as he told Custer in Cheyenne that if the General ever broke his oath of peace with the Cheyennes, he would die along with all those in his command.


When Custer returned to his command, he refused to attack the camp, much to the disappointment of the members of the volunteer Kansas regiment marching with him. One Kansan noted in his diary that his fellow soldiers called Custer “a coward and traitor to our regiment.”80 But Custer had ascertained that there were two white women captives within the Indian village, and an attack would almost guarantee their deaths. After three days of delicate talks, Custer took three chiefs hostage and negotiated a swap.


Since the clash at Black Kettle’s village, Custer and the Seventh had worked mightily to clear the southern plains below the Platte and above the Arkansas of hostile tribes. They had succeeded almost completely—all without a trooper or Indian being killed, a tribute to Custer’s skillful work.


Of greater import to the Seventh and Custer, however, was the reaction of Captain Fred Benteen to Major Elliott’s demise at Washita. Elliott and Benteen had served in the same unit during the war, and the irascible Benteen took his young comrade’s death personally.81 Soon after the engagement, he asked at least one person—the reliable scout Clark, well respected for his intelligence and honesty—if he would be willing to make a statement that Custer had “knowingly let Elliott go to his doom without trying to save him,” Clark later reported. “I refused to have anything to do with the matter.”82 Benteen proceeded to write a letter to a friend that was published anonymously in a Missouri newspaper in February, then reprinted in the New York Times a week later. (Its florid, dramatic style makes it difficult to believe that it was not meant for publication.) In it he derisively accused Custer of the same charges of abandonment. When Custer read the letter, he called his officers together and, with a riding crop in his hand, demanded to know who had written it. He threatened to horsewhip its author. Benteen stepped up and admitted to the deed, and the confrontation ended with a flustered Custer walking away. His reaction may simply have been the result of pure shock. Benteen had been a frequent visitor to his tent and had kept his true feelings hidden, at least from Custer, who in a recent letter to Libbie had written at length of his high opinion of the Captain: “He is one of the superior officers of the regiment and one that I can rely upon.”83 Although Benteen would later brag that his commander had “wilted like a whipped cur,” it is hard to imagine how else a responsible CO should have proceeded.84


Years later, Benteen would claim that Custer “had endeavored to the best of his ability to get Col. [Edward] Myers and myself killed at the Washita.” He would also complain that Custer, in his official report, had not singled out Benteen for commendation by name, perhaps the true source of his disgruntlement. In fact, Custer had named not a single surviving officer, later claiming that it would have been unfair to single out individuals. This was a disingenuous explanation, since battlefield commendations influenced brevet promotions and medals, a fact that Custer, of all people, should have been aware of.85 In any case, it is difficult to imagine what else Custer could have done on the Washita to aid Elliott. In the first place, Custer was friendly with Elliott and thought him an officer on the rise; why would he have deliberately sent the young man to his death? After Elliott’s absence was discovered and Custer sent a search party downriver, darkness was approaching and the regiment found itself in a sticky situation: surrounded by a thousand furious warriors, without rations or overcoats, exhausted, and miles from their supply train. His primary responsibility was necessarily to the safety of his regiment. Apparently, Custer and many of his officers believed that Elliott’s command had, upon returning, detoured around the formidable ring of combative Cheyennes and would be found on the main force’s return to the wagon train, back at Camp Supply, or even at Fort Dodge.86 Some of the enlisted men thought that Elliott’s command was already dead and that Custer was perfectly justified in returning without recovering their bodies.87


Benteen had been an enemy of Custer’s almost from the start, and new officers assigned to the regiment realized quickly that there was a Custer “family” and a small but active anti-Custer faction led by the cantankerous Captain. Most officers, like young Godfrey, remained neutral and got along with both sides.88 But Benteen had never been as open about his feelings before. Elliott’s death gave him a legitimate (at least to his mind) reason to loathe Custer, and he would continue to rail against him over the next seven years. His letter would guarantee that the regiment’s officers would be sharply divided in their allegiance to Custer until his death, and beyond.89
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