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Nothing in life happens in a vacuum. In my insatiable drive to consume all things historic—that is the credo I’ve come to live by. King Leonidas and the Spartans didn’t suddenly find themselves, inexplicably, at Thermopylae fighting Persians. There were a series of events, actions, reactions, and consequences, no matter how innocuous, which led to that point in time. For the sake of brevity, these links are usually discounted when teaching or studying history. If you were to write a textbook about the Battle of Chosin Reservoir during the Korean War, the actual beginning would be, at the very least, 1914. You must start with the assassination of an irrelevant and obscure Austrian duke that sparked the Great War. This dovetails to the Russian Revolution of 1917, which was brought about by the major Russian military losses, catalyzing the Soviet Union in 1923. The Great War also was the direct cause of World War II, which resulted in a few smaller countries being split in two: communist North Vietnam and democratic South Vietnam, communist North Korea and democratic South Korea, and nearly-communist Northern Italy and democratic Southern Italy in 1948. This all led to the Cold War, the Korean War (and the Battle of the Chosin Reservoir), and the Vietnam War. In the same way, the Battle of the Little Bighorn was simply a microcosm of a giant chain of events dating back to the seventeenth century. 

President Grant, frustrated by the Indians’ refusal to be bought out of the mineral-rich land around the Black Hills, had decided to use military force to take it. The first contemporaneous act resulting from this decision had resulted in the Battle of Powder River in March of 1876. That action had only served to destroy a lot of Indians’ possessions and strengthen the tribe’s resolve to push back against the hated Whites. 

The Battle of the Rosebud was the first engagement in what would popularly be known as the Great Sioux War. With the ravages of the Civil War left in the not-so-distant past, the United States was able to give full military attention to the Indian “issue” on its western frontier. To that end, the largest troop movement in over a decade had been launched from three separate points. This pincer movement was meant to finally push the Indians out of the gold-rich Black Hills and onto other reservations. The battle plan would see General George Crook take his troops north out of Fort Fetterman, General Alfred Terry was to march west with his fifteen companies of troopers, and Colonel John Gibbon would ride east out of Fort Ellis. 

These three armies were to meet and simultaneously pin down the Lakota Nation on its hunting grounds in the Black Hills. But, as any good soldier knows, two precepts of combat rule the day: first, any military plan only survives until the first shot is fired; second, if you want to make God laugh, make plans. The story of this campaign is one of the richest, most colorful moments in American history. Unfortunately, it is also one of the most maligned, misrepresented and understudied moments. The cast of characters is like a who’s who of the post-Civil War west: Calamity Jane, disguised as a man, was a teamster in Crook’s wagon train; Buffalo Bill had returned as the chief of scouts with the Fifth Cavalry in the area; of course, the flamboyant Custer and the famed Seventh Cavalry; there was an Italian anarchist in Lieutenant DeRudio; an Irish mercenary who had once served in the Papal Guard in Captain Keogh; and scouts Fred Gerard, the conspicuous Mitch Bouyer, and “Lonesome Charley” Reynolds.

This book is meant to honor that microcosm of the American push westward. At the time of this writing, I have committed over a year and a half to the research of the story to paint an accurate picture of the events as they transpired. To that end, the only fabricated characters are Jake Brown and William Sterling. I wanted to use these men to paint a more vivid picture of cavalry life and the strain of being on a campaign. Dialog is accurate where it was available. Obviously, I’ve put quite a few words in quite a few mouths, hence the fictional classification. However, events, ages, attributes, physical locations of wounds, actions before and after the battle, and every other aspect is as accurate as my research allowed.

As with any historical work, the farther you chronologically get from that specific instance, the more clouded the facts become. Most books on this subject have areas that completely contradict each other. In those cases, I’ve chosen the middle of the road and smoothed out the bumps. 

Of course, there are a dizzying myriad of opinions as to exactly what happened to Custer himself and the five companies that continued north from Reno Hill with him. I’ve studied all of the written accounts I could get my hands on, and watched, and re-watched, the very informative video series published on YouTube, under the name of CusterApollo, by Bill Smith. In these cases, I’ve written events in a way that is logical to me, follows known military doctrine at the time, takes into consideration the Sioux narrative, and time and distance issues.

Everything I’ve written is subject to the same scrutiny that I have exacted on the sources I’ve used—that’s a good thing. If you will not allow yourself to be questioned and held to scrutiny, you’ll never grow. For example, men in the army during the Indian Wars and after were extremely fraternal across several levels of hierarchy, either real or imagined. Infantry men did not fraternize with cavalrymen and vice versa. Cross-company friendships were rare. Even within the companies, men who rode next to each other in teams of four formed a bond excluding the rest of the company. Going deeper, bunkys (two men sharing shelter halves, blankets, and food) formed deeper friendships together than they did with others. Veterans tended to stay clear of new recruits, and even men with geographical connections formed bonds excluding others.

With this in mind, I have found it necessary to place men together who may possibly have never uttered a word to each other in the actual historical circumstances. While it may tend to throw off the hard-core historian, I felt it was an acceptable vehicle to either draw out a specific personality or add a tincture of reality to the story. Again, all of the deeds, wounds, deaths, and actions of specific people are accurate so far as my extensive research has been able to furnish.

I will also caution the reader to not fall into the historical trap known as mirroring. Mirroring is judging the historical actions of people, groups, or governments based on knowledge those people had no way of knowing. This leads to a lot of what-ifs. As a historian, I detest two things: first, the phrase “that changed the course of history” as the course of history is uncharted and hence unchangeable—it simply happens; the second thing I find irritating is the phrase “what if.” If you are simply trying to pass time while you wait in line at the DMV, what if is perfectly acceptable, but not as a useable historical tool.

When you read this work, please try to immerse yourself into the events as they happen, using only the knowledge the affected characters would know. No one other than Crook knew what had happened at the Battle of the Rosebud. Therefore, judging what Custer did or didn’t do, based on that event, is irrelevant. Reno and Benteen had no idea what Custer was doing while they were in the valley fight. Custer had no idea that his rescue force (Reno and Benteen) was currently under siege. Reno, when he was in the valley fight, had no idea Custer was unable to cross the Little Bighorn River and, consequently, could not press the attack from the other end of the village.

All of the men of the Seventh Cavalry had a military mission. Interjecting hyperbole, conjecture, and opinion only serves to cloud the historical fact. If you, as the reader, immerse yourself into the moment, allowing only the stimulus and knowledge that the historical figure had available to them at the time, you’ll experience a much richer picture of the event.

Four wonderful books I would encourage everyone to read are: Don Rickey, Jr., Forty Miles a Day on Beans and Hay; Joan Nabseth Stevenson, Deliverance from the Little Big Horn (sic): Doctor Henry Porter and Custer’s Seventh Cavalry; James Donovan, A Terrible Glory: Custer and the Little Bighorn; and Charles Windolph as told to Frazier and Robert Hunt, I Fought with Custer: The Story of Sergeant Windolph. The last book in that list is truly amazing because it was written from a direct conversation with Sergeant Windolph, a trooper in Benteen’s regiment and a survivor of the siege after the Custer massacre. There are many others as well, including quite a number of personal diaries that have been published (e.g., Edward Godfrey, Edward McClernand, and James Bradley to name a few).

It is my sincere hope that you will enjoy this work—but, more importantly, that you will come away with a better understanding of a part of our American history that has been all too glossed over, modified to fit a narrative, or butchered for the sake of art.

Thank you.

Boots and saddles!

David Larson

I knew a simple soldier boy,

Who grinned at life in empty joy,

Slept soundly through the lonesome dark, 

And whistled early with the lark.

In winter trenches, cowed and glum

With crumps and lice and lack of rum,

He put a bullet through his brain.

No one spoke of him again.

You smug-faced crowds with kindling eye

Who cheer when soldier lads march by,

Sneak home and pray you'll never know

The hell where youth and laughter go.

“Suicide in the Trenches” 

By Siegfried Sassoon 

JUNE 17, 1876

Rosebud River, Montana

Thirty miles southeast of the Sioux Nation camp

on the Little Bighorn River

Captain Anson Mills rested easily on his mount. He breathed deeply and basked in the redolence of men on campaign: the slick, oily aroma of shined leather, the organic industrial smell of wool uniforms, and the earthy and oddly comforting attar of horses. These were the things that made life worth living. Men who had never experienced the thrill of life on the trail were simply converting oxygen to the cellular waste product of carbon dioxide until they died. Those men were pathetic.

He felt the heat of the Montana summer sun as it burnt his neck and sucked brackish saline from his pores. Sweat soaked his uniform where it lay against his skin. In areas that offered space to freely form—like the middle of his back and his head above the sweatband of his slouch cavalry hat—rivulets of water formed, rolled passively down his skin, and soaked into wool. 

The distant snap and chatter of carbines being discharged in a heated fury would have concerned other men—men who had not been familiar with the possibility of imminent death at the hands of an agitated enemy. But this was not Mills’s first rodeo; he had been to town, and he had seen the elephant—more than once.

Initially, the constant pop of concentrated small arms fire, coming from the bluffs to the north, generated no concern. To Mills and his commander, General George R. Crook, that rifle fire was possibly generated by the attached band of 175 Crow, and 86 Shoshoni warriors hunting buffalo in advance of the army. But soon, the fire grew to a constant din of hate-filled noise. Mills knew all too well the sound of a fight when he heard it. He understood that the nearly constant popping of cartridges was drowning out the screams of the wounded, and the oaths of the men still left whole enough to fight each other to a violent and bloody end. 

He had heard that cacophony of destruction many times before at places with names like Shiloh, Murfreesboro, Chickamauga, Atlanta, and Nashville. Mills knew what was coming, and he sat passively waiting for orders that would send his six units of Third Cavalry headlong into the fray. One would unleash his men to exact directed paroxysmal violence on whatever they were ordered toward.

“Lakota, Lakota!” Two of the Crow scouts who had been on a foraging party exploded over a bluff, riding hard toward the command. Apparently, they had found the evasive enemy.

The troopers had been in the saddle since shortly after reveille at 0300. The column had halted at 0800 to rest the troop in place. Crow and Shoshoni scouts, along with Frank Grouard, had ridden out, hunting food and forage for the rest of the command. Although the troopers were traveling through contested enemy territory, Crook made no attempt to place his men in a defensive position. They had simply stayed in formation while the accompanying Indians disappeared in search of supplies.

Thanks to the warning delivered by the two scouts, Crook had a little time to move his troops into some sort of line of battle. At 0830, the rest of the hotly engaged scout contingent could be seen being pushed back over the distant hills and into Crook’s static command.

Mills’ troopers sat easy in their saddles, still in columns of two. However, they were now alert and ready to move out. Major Chambers and his five companies of mule-mounted infantry dismounted to form a skirmish line, as did Captain Noyes and his three companies of Second Cavalry.

This was one of the hardest things for Mills to get used to in his early days as a freshly minted second lieutenant in the army. When action began, the normal human reaction would be to do something—hell, anything; but that went against all tenets of strict army discipline. If the action was instant or immediate, soldiers would dive for cover and return fire. But in a planned engagement, a soldier’s duty was to wait in place until the orders were given to advance. Things could be going to hell just a few hundred yards away; but until orders were given to move, advance or retreat, the soldier’s job was to wait.

Mills heard a rider approaching swiftly from his right flank. Even if he wasn’t expecting a runner coming with orders, Mills would have recognized the incessant clanging of equipment, the slapping of the ring carbine against a McClellan saddle, and the jingle of the cavalry saber. Mills laughed inwardly, “It’s a damn good thing the cavalry relies on lightning-fast tactics,” he thought, “because we sure as hell aren’t ever going to sneak up on anybody.”

The private reined his mount to a hasty stop facing Mills, and snapped up a smart salute.

“Compliments from General Crook, sir,” the young man said, holding his salute with one hand while he steadied his fired-up pony with the other. The private was clearly on fire as well. Both he and his mount were out of breath, and both were hungry for action.

Mills returned the salute without taking his eyes off the field in front of him. “Relax, Private,” Mills said finally eyeing up the runner. “There’s plenty of glory to go around today.”

“Orders from General Crook, sir,” the runner said, trying desperately to compose his bravado.

“Well?” Mills said.

“Sir?” the runner said wheeling his horse around, then checking it back into position facing the captain.

“Well . . . isn’t it a lovely morning to be alive?” Mills said sarcastically.

“Sir?”

“What are the orders, Private?” Mills said impatiently.

“Oh . . . yes sir . . . the general advises you to form your troop in line, and attack the enemy positions there.” The runner pointed to a large group of Lakota that was effectively pinning down the dismounted infantry.

“Thank you, Private,” Mills said saluting the runner. “Dismissed.” The runner returned the salute and wheeled his mount around. Then, with a yell, he spurred the horse just a little too energetically, causing it to jump straight into the air, throwing the surprised runner out of the saddle and onto the horse’s rump. 

Mills continued to watch the enemy to his front as they poured fire into the troopers. He raised his right hand above his head and made a circling motion, calling his company commanders to rally for an officer’s call. Once all the officers under his command were present, Mills laid out the plan.

“Gentlemen,” Mills said, “we are to attack the enemy position directly to the front of this skirmish line.” He indicated the dismounted cavalry and infantry directly ahead of them. “The enemy commands the heights to the right flank,” he continued, “so haste is the best option. At the call, form the troop into a skirmish line and we’ll begin an orderly charge to that position.” He indicated the small rise downfield currently held by the Lakota. “Orderly advance followed by a call to charge. Weapons are pistols.” He eyed his men carefully. “Once on that rise, we halt and regroup. Any questions?” Mills noticed broad grins all around. If the cavalry was the romantic arm of the service, the cavalry charge was its crown jewel. Mills grinned back. “Ready your troops,” he said.

Mills turned to face the enemy, extended his right arm in front of him palm down, and made a sweeping gesture with his arm from left to right. At the same time, Private Elmer Snow brought his gleaming bugle up smartly and began to blow, loud and clear, the call ordering the company to move forward at a trot. Snow’s mount was “a hard case” (cavalry jargon for slightly unruly), and as the private began to sound the call, the mount reared up on its hind legs. Snow stayed with him and continued to sound the call. He would have loved nothing more than to shoot that horse in the back of the head—then and there. He’d been wrestling with this mount ever since the march from the fort began. It was starting to get a little old, and now he was going to be forced to trust this implacable animal with his life. But the sight of the company bugler making the call to arms on a standing horse was one of the most thrilling and emotionally charged things the rest of the troop had ever seen.

“Control that mount,” Mills ordered.

“Yes sir,” Snow said, “I sure am trying, sir.”

The ground directly in front of the formation was uneven and rocky. Mills held up his right arm and gave the command to move out. The company began to move forward as one joined beast. Company flags and guidons waved lazily in the breeze beneath a clear blue sky. Well-tanned troopers with grim faces peered from under slouched hats as they watched the enemy ahead, trying to pick out their individual targets for the ensuing charge. Muscles were tense, instinct shrieked to either race toward the enemy and fight, or turn and run. But excellent training forced them to keep a loose rein on their mounts as they stayed in position, pistols out but held pointed up in a safety position. 

The unremitting sound of small arms fire snapped in the morning air. Ahead, on the rocky heights, the Lakota, dressed and painted for battle, poured fire down toward the troopers. Warriors—some in horned buffalo headdresses, others wearing feathers in their hair, stern rugged faces painted for battle, all naked except for loincloth and moccasins—screamed and taunted the advancing troopers.

Once clear of the treacherous rocks and boulders, Mills gave the command, “Front in line, and pick up the gait!” At the same time, he pumped his right fist in the air for anyone who may not have heard the voice command. Instantly, the troopers stepped up to a controlled lope. They moved forward as one giant, baleful mass of death. Troopers were posting in perfect time, giving the illusion of a blue wheat field gently bobbing in the breeze, moving up and down as though they were connected by an invisible wire. The horses snorted and shook their heads in agitated anticipation of being released to rush headlong into the enemy. These were all seasoned cavalry mounts and they knew what was about to happen. 

Only sixty yards from the enemy, the air was electric. Every fiber of every man screamed to race into the fray. Every trooper ached to give their mounts their heads and dash forward. Mills raised his right arm. Bullets and arrows whistled through the troop, some finding their marks in men, some in horses. Troopers shortened their reins and leaned forward in the stirrups; the horses tensed and strained against abhorrent control.

“Company!” Mills yelled, “CHARGE!” He dropped his arm at the same time. The bugler was already sounding the call to charge. Troopers shoved their left hands all the way forward and dug spurs into tough horse flesh. All through the company, rough, dust-choked voices screamed in violent demand, “YAHHH, YAHHH!” There was nothing but slack in those reins now, equine necks stretched out, muscles tight, and veins bulging. The wave of blue-clad death barreled headlong across the rolling terrain, dipping and rising together, surging in a magnificent display of unleashed power. Horses with nostrils flared and eyes wide, strained against bits as they tore the earth apart with feverish hooves. Troopers gritted teeth against the wind and unbridled fury. Men, all leaning far forward over horses’ necks, were demanding every ounce of speed that could be given. Eyes, squinted against the dust and wind, were searching out the enemy that would be crushed beneath the unrelenting madness of pounding hooves. Hat brims plastered back against crowns gave light to a maniacal portrait of savage intent. Dust raged around the thundering mass of flesh that was racing forward at once, unstoppable and unforgiving. 

Ever closer now, Troopers leveled their Colt Single Action Army revolvers and picked out individual targets. There was no need for a command to fire. The Colts started barking oaths of vengeance one after another. Tongues of fire licked out of dead black barrels, as lead slammed through the air, seeking the enemy. Troopers screamed terrifying war cries, urging on enraged horses, and fired into the mass of men at their front. Lakota, who had not already mounted, jumped to their horses, wheeled, and ran for the safety of rocks behind them.

The sea of confusion, adrenaline, and screams of anger and pain, proved to be too much for Private Snow’s hypersensitive mount. Snow could feel the horse strain into the reins, taking no heed of the bit that was digging into its mouth. Snow realized this horse was dangerously close to bolting uncontrollably, straight ahead, and directly into the enemy. He slammed both cavalry boots as deeply into the stirrups as the tapaderos would allow, leaned back in the McLellan saddle, and hauled back on the reins with everything he had. The horse was too far gone and was oblivious to the commands of the rider.

It was time for the last-ditch effort that any rider hated; Snow hauled up on the left rein as hard as he could and released his grip on the right one. If nothing else, maybe he could pull the speeding horse over. The calamity of the ensuing crash couldn’t possibly be as bad as what waited for him just a few yards ahead in the teeming mass of angry Lakota. The horse raged on at full speed, directly into the face of a well-armed fixed enemy. Aimed shots zipped past Snow’s head, some so close he could feel the heat of kinetic friction pulsing off the slug as it went by. He released the side pressure and let the horse charge ahead unchecked. If he couldn’t stop the insanity now, the only other thing to do was punch straight through the Indian lines and out the back side. He bent forward at the waist and pushed both arms forward. The reins lay slack on either side of his horse’s neck. His knees dug desperately into flexed and driving muscle just behind the mount’s taught shoulders as they drove hooves hard into the earth at a dizzying speed.

Snow was on the enemy and amazed that he didn’t have a scratch to show for his trials. His thought was punctuated by an instantaneous burning punch in his left arm—an infinitesimal pause—then, the same searing jolt to his right arm. His useless arms were now hanging pendulous on either side, flopping lifelessly up and down with the rhythm of the charging horse. Blood was streaming from under his shirt and dripping down his fingers. Snow knew that he could stay mounted without the use of his hands; so as long as the horse continued its frenzied path, he could escape his tormentors. Even as that last crystalline thought raced across his hazy consciousness, he could feel the mass-versus-motion equation pushing him gently forward in the saddle. Now that his horse was in the ostensible safety of a herd, it was quickly beginning to slow down. Snow couldn’t believe it. He was riding around in a controlled canter—in the middle of more hostile Indians than he had ever seen in his life—like he was on a parade ground. The Indians were also dazed by the incredulity of the events playing out in their center. But the indecision was fleeting. Snow started turning the now-amenable cavalry horse with his legs, forcing it into a sweeping turn to the right. The Indians were slowly coming out of their stupor as well. Some were taking careful aim at Snow, while others were chasing him. A few of them, not wanting to hit their own warriors with stray bullets, began throwing rocks at him. 

Snow was turned around now and pointed back toward friendly lines. He could barely see his fellow troopers for the sea of angry painted faces he would have to plow through one more time. He spurred the animal as hard as he could, but the horse just kept up the lazy lope. Indians grabbed for the trooper but were unable to find purchase. Snow broke through their lines while lying across the horse’s neck, keeping it straight with his knees. No matter how hard he kicked, it refused to pick up the gait to a gallop. Bullets were shrieking past him again, just as close as before, and just as hot. He had given up hope of ever making it back to safety. The singular thought that played over and over through his mind was “what a stupid way to die.” He was certain the bullet meant to end his young life was, at that very moment, speeding his way, spinning through the air, building up a shock wave behind it, thinly whistling until it slammed into his back. He only hoped it would be quick and painless. 

And then, he was among the other troopers. The horse slowed to a walk and then to a complete stop. It was almost as if that had been its plan all along. Snow slid out of the saddle as if he had been instantly relieved of all bone structure. There was a muffled thud and grunt when he hit the ground. He lay there in the thick buffalo grass staring up at the pristine blue sky. Directly above him, a vulture started a silky, smooth turn as it felt for another thermal on which to extend his easy glide.

“Not today,” Snow mumbled to himself, “not today, you ugly ole bastard.” 

The fight was still going on hot and heavy. Once in the rocks at the foot of the bluff, Mills ordered his troop to dismount and fight on foot. The large rocks that the troop came to first, made perfect cover for the horses. Every fourth man took the reins of three other mounts and led the horses off to the relative safety of the large boulders. This tactic would cut Mills’s effective fighting force by a quarter, but in the cavalry, you had only two options: have fewer men able to take well-aimed shots from behind cover; or, each trooper would fight while holding a horse. Trying to shoot while holding a horse is testy on a good day; holding a horse that had just completed a cavalry charge—while all of the horrible sounds of battle are still screaming into the animal’s ears—makes it nearly impossible to aim a weapon. Additionally, even the best mounts tend to get a little jumpy when they’re wounded. Leaving three men, out of every four, to fight unimpeded wins almost every time. 

By the time the troopers had dismounted and taken up fighting positions in the lower, smaller rocks at the top of the bluff, the Indians had regrouped and begun to attack the troopers. American Indians were some of the best cavalry anywhere in the world, and the men charging Mills’s troopers left little or nothing as a target. The smaller ponies of the Lakota were faster and hardier than the cavalry mounts of the U.S. Army. Wild-eyed Lakota warriors were rushing Mills’s lines at full speed as they hung off the sides of wildly running ponies. This would be a daring feat under ideal conditions, let alone while under the deadly counterfire of troops behind excellent cover. The riders not only used their mounts for cover, but they also returned fire with rifle and bows from underneath the horses’ necks.

Mills looked over his defensive position and noticed that something was missing. 

“Sergeant,” he called to his aide, “where the hell is Captain Andrews?”

“Colonel Royall cut him off just as we started to move, sir,” the sergeant said. “I saw Captain Andrews take his troop off with the colonel. I thought you knew, sir.”

“Damnit, Royall,” Mills said under his breath.

The dismounted troopers were giving back better than they were getting, but it was clear the enemy had no intention of running away. A large part of the plan going into this mission centered on how to catch the Indians when they ran. At this rate, the battle could go on all day, and Mills wasn’t the type to just sit and wait to see how things turned out.

“Sergeant,” Mills said to the company first sergeant, “rally the troops for another charge.”

“Private,” he said to the soldier who had retrieved Snow’s bugle, “recall!”

Mills quickly gathered his troop commanders and laid out a plan to charge the next bluff and then hold that position.

On hearing the bugle call, a third of the men ceased firing and ran to their mounts. This was followed by the next third, and finally, by the remaining troops. Once remounted and formed, Mills gave the orders to move. This time, there was no walking through rocky terrain, and there was no wondering how anyone in the command would react. The men all had their spirits up and were ready to take the fight directly to the enemy.

“Forward at a trot,” Mills commanded.

The Indians on the high ground saw what the cavalry was doing and formed a defensive line of their own. This was a new element in Indian warfare. The troopers on the field were unfazed. 

“CHARGE!” Mills ordered.

Order, once again, was transformed into a boiling ocean of fury and directed force. Each man and horse flung themselves forward like a well-armed boulder rolling down a steep grade. Bellicose energy built to a lethal apogee, then held; violent, headlong, pent-up anticipation ready to explode into the face of the enemy. There was neither hesitation nor slowing for the occasional wounded horse or rider. The mass simply closed ranks and sped relentlessly forward. The air filled with the thunder of pounding hooves, screaming men, and the clear trumpet notes urging the group forward. The earth shook and was transformed into a roiling mass of dirt and bits of grass flung into the air.

Once the troopers had reached the objective, they again dismounted to fight on foot and took cover in the rocks on top of the rise. A private came riding hard behind Mills and pulled his horse to an abrupt stop, dismounting well before the animal was fully stopped, and snapped a smart salute to Mills.

“Compliments of General Crook, sir,” the private said, holding the salute until it had been returned by the officer. Mills hated the decorum of the military. Why the hell couldn’t a runner simply tell him what the message was without all this hoopla?

Mills returned the salute. “Speak, Private,” he said.

“Sir,” the private began, “the general wants you to cease advancing and hold this position. The rest of the troop is advancing on your rear and will take up positions defending your flanks.”

“Anything else?” Mills asked.

“No sir.”

“Very well, Private. Dismissed.”

It wasn’t long before Mills saw troops advancing into the cover of rocks with his troopers. Major Chambers had just finished placing his two companies of Fourth Infantry and three companies of Ninth Infantry in cover to return fire on the sporadic attacks from the Sioux. They were soon joined by Captain Noyes. Noyes mirrored those maneuvers on the left flank with his three troops of dismounted cavalry.

“Gentlemen,” Mills said, “our orders are to hold here for now. General Crook should be arriving shortly.”

“Yes sir,” both officers said.

General Crook rode up with his aides and quickly dismounted. Salutes were exchanged all around.

“Captain,” Crook said, addressing Mills, “outstanding job handling those savages. Textbook charge tactics by God—textbook, sir! Well done.”

“Thank you, General,” Mills replied, as a bullet ricocheted off a nearby rock. No one flinched.

“Gentlemen,” the general went on, “it is my belief the only reason these Indians would be putting up this kind of fight is because they are protecting their women and children in a village to their rear.”

The three officers exchanged sidelong glances. This seemed to be far too fluid an action to have a definite defensive purpose.

“Runner!” General Crook bellowed.

“Yes sir,” a mounted trooper near the group snapped a salute.

“Get to Captain Van Vliet and have him fall back to this position. Also, find out where the hell Colonel Royall ran off to, and tell him to get his ass back here.”

“Yes sir,” the trooper said as he wheeled his horse and left in a cloud of dirt and grass.

“Captain Mills,” Crook continued, “you and Captain Noyes take your commands back east to the Rosebud then follow it to the northwest and find that damned village. If we attack it from the rear, we can draw some of the heat off our front and crush these people here and now. Take Grouard with you.”

Frank Grouard was born in the Society Islands to a missionary father and Polynesian mother. Once the mission work had been seen to fruition, the family moved to Utah. At the age of fifteen, Frank’s wanderlust got the better of him, and he ran away from home to become an express rider. It was in that capacity, in the winter of 1869 near the confluence of the Milk and Missouri Rivers, that he was captured by a Crow hunting party. They left him in the wilderness with nothing but the clothes on his back, assuming he would eventually succumb to the elements. However, he was recaptured by a band of Lakota and taken to the Hunkpapa chief, Sitting Bull. Possibly, due to the exotic looks of a native Samoan, Grouard was eventually adopted by Sitting Bull as his brother.

Apparently, Grouard had simply been biding his time with the Indians—for seven years. Grouard escaped at the end of a series of long and eventful adventures and eventually attached himself to the U.S. Cavalry as the chief of scouts. He became so valuable to the army and its operations against the Native American tribes that General Crook said he would rather lose a third of his command than lose Frank Grouard.

Grouard, Mills, and a mass of four hundred troopers headed off to the east toward the Rosebud River. Furious gunfire could still be heard coming from the southwest, in the general direction where Crook’s command had set up headquarters. None of them knew it at the time, but Colonel Royall and his men were in the fight of their lives.

At the head of the group rode Mills, Noyes, and Grouard.

“What do you think we’re going to find there, Frank?” Mills asked Grouard.

“Nothin’,” Grouard said thoughtfully, then he paused and added, “or everythin’.”

“I think we have an orator in our midst, Henry,” Mills said to Noyes, smiling.

Grouard threw his leg over the pommel of his saddle to address Mills more comfortably as they rode.

“Captain,” he said, “I got a peck o’ history with those folks back there. They’s all whooped up and fightin’. Now, I know that the general is 'cipherin’ that them Injuns is protectin’ family, but I never seen these people fight like this.” He spit tobacco juice into the dirt. “No sir, this is sumthin’ else. I think there’s nothin’ up this river but a whole peck o’ trouble, and we just booted a hornets’ nest into the air.” He poked a finger at Mills for emphasis, “Now, we’re tryin’ to catch it.” He moved his leg back over the horse and slid his foot into the stirrup. “Course,” he continued, “that’s just me talkin’.”

“Well,” Noyes began, “it’s just me as well, boys. Those Indians are fighting like well-trained wildcats. No sir, this is something altogether different we jumped into.”

The column of sweat-stained troopers and weary cavalry mounts continued to search along the winding banks of the Rosebud River for the Indian village that didn’t exist. To the right of the column, the placid river rambled by, blissfully unaware of the pain men were savagely inflicting on one another just a few hundred yards away. Birds sang in the rushes on the banks, and a gentle breeze wafted through the grass, carrying its sweet earthy smell into the nostrils of the weary cavalry troops. To the left, the sound of small arms fire continued to follow a rhythm as though it was being conducted by the Hand of God. The hectic, discordant noise of battle repeatedly rose to a furious crescendo, and then tapered off, only to rise again. The distorted rhythm of battle was making the troopers edgy. 

Weary eyes, bloodshot from a constant irritation of dust and the ever-present flow of sweat, strained to focus from beneath the brims of slouch hats. Haggard, unshaven faces, with skin the shade of oiled leather, were taut with grim determination. Every inch of landscape was incessantly scrutinized for signs of the elusive enemy.

Suddenly, they heard the rhythmic beat of a rider driving his horse hard and fast from the rear of the column. As he drew closer, Mills recognized him as one of Crook’s personal runners. The private reined his horse up sharply next to Mills and saluted.

“Compliments of General Crook, sir.” The young man said, holding his salute until it was returned.

“What is it, son?” Mills asked patiently.

“Colonel Royall is hotly engaged, sir, and attempting to withdraw under heavy fire, sir.” The young private said, trying to catch his breath. “General Crook wants you to turn west and attack the enemy from the rear to protect Colonel Royall’s retreat.” 

Mills saluted the private, “Very good, son,” he said.

“Anything for the general, sir?” the runner asked.

“I reckon not, Private. He’ll see us engage before you ever get back there.”

The young man sat for a while holding his salute even after Mills had dropped his.

“Yes?” Mills said.

“Sir . . . well . . .”

“Spit it out, man!” Mills demanded.

“Well, sir...the thing is, I been chargin’ up and down these here bluffs all day like a wild man just deliverin’ messages. I saw your first charge, sir. It was a hell of a thing. Well . . . permission to join the troop here, sir. I’d sure as heck hate to miss this show.”

“Fall in, Private,” Mills said.

“Captain,” Mills continued, turning to Noyes, “move the column to that bluff and form them into line for a charge.”

“Yes sir!” Noyes said with unbridled enthusiasm.

The fighting, in and around Royall’s position on the other side of Kollmar Creek, was becoming desperate. Fire was coming from three sides and the troop was in danger of being cut off from Crook’s main body of command. When Captain Guy Henry was shot through the face, the troops began to panic. Royall knew an incident like this could instantly demoralize his troops and turn the tide of the battle decidedly against him.

Just then, two groups of Crow and Shoshoni scouts rode onto the ridge to Royall’s left and began to attack the advancing Sioux. The scouts were followed closely by infantry Companies G and H. The infantry took defensive position on the high ground above the Kollmar ravine and rained deadly long-range rifle fire into the charging Sioux.

As the two companies of infantry, along with the scouts, poured fire into the enemy, Mills’s cavalry descended from the bluffs to the north engaging the rear element. Proving to be too much firepower for them to deal with, the Sioux broke off the attack, turned, and retreated back to the northwest. 

The troops were fired up, charging off after the retreating Indians. In front of them, racing headlong in retreat was the personification of every discomfort, every lost friend, and every minute they spent away from loved ones while on the trail. Horses surged ahead with pure adrenaline ripping through their muscles, with nostrils flared open to ram oxygen into the blood, and eyes opened wide and alert in frenzied splendor. Dusty men in faded blue, rugged jaws set against stinging sand whipping into their determined faces, were bent forward eager to ride down and exterminate a fleeing enemy. Wild rags, tied around necks leathered from the sun, snapped against a wind generated by raw determination. This would end here!

Mills wanted to run with his men in wild, unchecked rage, to charge into the routed enemy at his front and do what he had trained his entire life to do. But he knew the chase was ill-advised. Just as he knew the job at hand was to provide cover for the battered troops withdrawing through the far end of the Kollmar ravine and joining the rest of Crook’s command.

“Bugler!” Mills yelled as he reined in his mount, “Sound recall.” 

The private instantly snapped the bugle to his lips and blew the command for troops to cease the charge and return to the command. Noyes rode up next to Mills, removed the wild rag from his neck, and wiped the grime from his face.

“This has been some kind of a day, Anson,” he said to his friend.

“Indeed, it has, Henry,” Mills said as he watched the last remnant of Lakota disappear from view. “It certainly has. If Terry and Gibbon have the same kind of luck, we’ll be home in no time. Yes sir. No time at all.”

Sound, sound the clarion, fill the fife.

Throughout the sensual world proclaim,

One crowded hour of glorious life

Is worth an age without a name.

“The Call”

By Thomas Osbert Mordaunt



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1

[image: ]




The Simple Life

William Bennet Sterling and Jacob Brown were nearly giddy as they pushed and elbowed their way through the throng of people lining the street in the bustling little prairie town of Manhattan, Kansas. The air was electric with anticipation of being in the presence of a cavalry icon and true-to-life living legend. They had ridden north in the back of Will’s father’s wagon from their home on the pristine banks of Lyon Creek. The outbound trip was always the boys’ favorite part. The wagon was empty save for a few tarps folded neatly on the floor. Without a load on the axels, the wagon bounced and swayed freely. They’d lay on the tarps looking up at the huge, endlessly blue prairie sky as they flopped, rocked, and jostled all the way to town. The boys giggled and wrestled innocently. The troubles of the world, or even of their very own households, were for others to fret over. For now, they were immortal and these days would never end. Will’s father smiled at their felicity and ached for them in the knowledge that life was fleeting.

On the way home, slowly moving along uneven paths cut through the Kansas countryside, the wagon, now with a heavy load, rolled like a ship at sea. Wooden wheels dipped into ruts and depressions, pushing the axle against long steel compression bands that, in turn, slowly absorbed the kinetic energy. Then it was released in a gentle bounce as the horse team forced the load back up onto level ground. The boys lay loosely on the tarps and dreamed of being on a great whale boat searching the majestic mystery of exotic South Pacific islands: rolling endlessly against heaving waves, lifting the hull into the sky; huge oak masts stabbing into an unrelenting azure sky, draped in canvas bleached by the sun; billowing clouds of fabric surging out in wonderful convex shapes, dragging ship and crew into the next trough, and up again; up and ever up, the bowsprit, splitting the air and commanding the ship to follow, pointed to the heavens. 

The boys weren’t brothers, although they referred to each other as such. Ancestors of both families had left England in the mid- to late-seventeenth century, sometime between the English Civil War and the dictatorship of Oliver Cromwell. They traveled westward to the North American continent, with all the other European pioneers, seeking a clean slate and brighter future. However, once these people had broken the invisible bonds of familiar locality, the east coast of Virginia could not hold their interest for long. Scots and Irish moved west into the Appalachian Mountains, trying to stay one step ahead of civilization and authority. Germans and Eastern Europeans migrated to the hills of Pennsylvania, the wilderness of Ohio, and the Midwest.

For others, the siren call of adventure drew them ever westward. Browns and Sterlings traveled across Virginia and farther, following the path of the great Daniel Boone. Their new homeland had fought a war that labeled them as “Americans” living in a seemingly impossible democracy called the United States. They left their mark and offshoots of family in what would become Kentucky and continued to push westward through a rugged land, nearly devoid of settlers, to the west side of a place where all white faces spoke French. 

In 1820, this land would be purchased from France in a political move that was known as the Louisiana Purchase. An accompanying action, the Missouri Compromise, gave birth to the state of the same name. The compromise was a political ploy meant to conciliate both sides of the slavery question. Whispers of a civil war had begun before the ink had dried on the founding documents of America, the Articles of Confederation. Appeasement would never assuage the outrage consuming this fledgling nation.

In 1854, both families, unknown to each other, migrated farther west into the brand-new state of Kansas. Kansas was part of the territory originally acquired in the Louisiana Purchase. Founding of the new state carried with it the abolition of the Missouri Compromise, and unwittingly placed Kansas directly into the middle of events that would ensure cessation of the Southern States from the Union. Settlers from all over the country flocked to Kansas just to be able to vote either up or down on slavery. 

The Sterlings and Browns had settled near each other south of the burgeoning town of Manhattan and built an immediate friendship, forged in the furnace of strength in numbers needed to survive the wild territory. The two homesteads were established only a few miles apart along the Santa Fe Trail between the newly-built Fort Riley and the town of Manhattan.

It was a case of improbable luck and fortune that the day Will’s father had to go into Manhattan for supplies was the exact same day that the famed Seventh Cavalry was going to parade right down the center of Main Street. The boys had begged and pleaded to be able to shed responsibilities of loading supplies into the tiny buckboard for just a few minutes. They wanted to go several blocks over from the general store to watch the dashing Boy General of Civil War fame lead his glorious Seventh Cavalry down the street. 

Will and Jake had ravenously devoured everything there was to know about Custer and his part in the last great war. Custer was the embodiment of their appetite for adventure. They had listened and romanticized as the old-timers talked about his famous charge at the Battle of Gettysburg. He had cut off the screaming hordes of butternut-and-gray clad rebel cavalry as they tried to flank the Union lines during Pickett’s maniacal charge on the last day of that horrible battle. 

They had listened in rapt wonder to the story of Custer taking a Minie ball to the leg in the Battle of Culpeper Court House in ‘63, then getting right back into the fight early the next year. Of course, Custer had been there at Appomattox Court House when the rebel, General Lee, had surrendered his command. Now, that same larger-than-life hero was about to ride his horse right in front of them, nearly within touching distance. 

As the boys pushed and elbowed their way to the front of the crowd lining the street, their anticipation and excitement were nearly uncontrollable. Will squinted, searching for signs that the regiment was about to move up the street. Jake peered intently over his shoulder.

“Are they down there, Will?” Jake asked.

“I don’t see nothin’ yet, Jake,” Will answered over his shoulder.

Just then, the low rumble of shod horse hooves, beating up the rough dirt street, could be heard above the din of the expectant crowd. A sober silence rolled across the multitudes. Jake imagined this was exactly how it was when Jesus himself rode that unpretentious donkey into Jerusalem. The savior of the Union was about to be amongst them. 

“Listen to that,” Jake said, “could that be them?”

Will just squinted harder in the harsh sun of the Kansas plains as it beat down from the pale blue sky. Then he caught sight of the first horse to turn onto the street several blocks away. Jake saw it too.

“By God, Will,” Jake said as he tore his hat from his head and slapped it on his leg “that’s him!”

Will squinted through the hot noonday sun and smiled.

“It surely is Jake, and the Seventh by God Cavalry!” he said. “My gosh. Just look at him!”

Then, as if to serve as a backdrop for the most significant moment in their young lives, they could her the drums start, slow, deliberate and clean:

Tah, dah, dump,

Tah, dah, dump,

Tah, dah, dump, dump, dump.

Will turned towards Jake, a giant toothy smile plastered on his face, and grabbed his friend by the shoulders. There was no need for words; the boys’ thoughts were one. Their eyes were aflame with complete and unbridled adulation. Nothing on earth, from this day forward, could ever possibly rise to the zenith of this single, beautifully choreographed, crystalline moment in time.

Will turned back to the action on the street. The regimental officers were behind Custer, and the color guard was just turning the corner. The American flag fluttered easily in what little breeze there was, aided by the forward momentum of the riders. That flag always gave Will a lump in his throat. He imagined it standing bravely above men in places like Chickamauga and Gettysburg, or the even older versions all the way back to Yorktown. That rhapsodic piece of brightly colored cloth was the perfect embodiment of their love of country. They had envisioned a glorious death defending that symbol of freedom countless times before. 

Inconceivably, the love of Old Glory paled in comparison to the stirrings the simple regimental colors of the famous Seventh Cavalry evoked. The banner was both wonderfully simplistic and awe-inspiring at the same time. Custer’s wife, Libbie, had created that flag and had delivered it to him on the battlefield at Dinwiddie Court House near Petersburg, Virginia, on the thirty-first day of March in 1865. Now, the swallow-tailed, red-over-blue bars flag with the white crossed cavalry sabers flowed neatly in the Kansas air, billowing in and out with a delicate, almost sensual mystique. To be able to fight Indians with that flag—that embodiment of freedom and the American way of life floating courageously above their heads—was completely intoxicating. 

Both boys had tears of joy streaming down their faces. Then, the most electrifying sound ripped into the emotional heart and soul of the entire crowd, shocking them all into reverent silence. The incorporeal hush lasted for a simple, elongated second then turned into a frenzied wave of rampant joy and emotion crashing down on the crowd like a landslide of pride. 

The regimental band, all mounted on blazing-white geldings, immaculately groomed and waxed, began to turn the corner. The radiating white sheen from the waxed horse hair melted into the brilliance of polished brass. Each horse seemed to be moving in an ethereal haze. In the midst of that soft gold and white unimaginable cloud of perfection, the shining black leather of the uniform belts and horse tack glowed in stark contrast against the angelic background. The brass hearts at the center of the polished black breast collars bounced as the horses walked along the street, catching sunlight then shooting it back out again in a dazzling golden light show. Troopers, magnificently appointed in dark blue blouses and light blue breeches, moved as one with their extravagant mounts. Highly polished cavalry boots tucked into wide tapaderos sported gleaming silver stud spurs.

The sergeant leading the band, resplendent in his yellow chevrons, raised his right arm and shouted a command which was lost to the boys in the din of noise created by so much equipment and horses moving together. As he lowered his arm, the drums instantly changed from the droning beat and dropped into an invigorating roll. The effect held the audience in enraptured stasis. Everyone waiting to hear what amazing sounds would proceed such a demanding introduction.

The boys held their breath.

For a split second, the drum roll stopped, and then snapped into a smart prelude. All at once, the band exploded into the theme song of every cavalry regiment in the Union. It was the old Irish drinking song “The Girl I Left Behind Me.” The boys knew the words by heart and began to sing along, loud and unashamed, with all the gusto they could muster. Masculine tones of cavalry troopers rose on the air, mixing with the voices of Will and Jake. For that microscopic essence of time, they were one with the regiment—an integral part of the glory and history of the vaunted United States Army Seventh Cavalry Regiment. 

’Tis many days since I left home,

To join our glorious army.

I thought but of my country’s call,

And not of what might harm me.

I vowed to join both heart and hand,

Where duty calls you’ll find me.

I left my home and shed a tear,

For the girl I left behind me.

The next verse consumed both boys and roiled their young and innocent blood. Souls that were still immortal; still desperately clinging to the idea that a glorious death was somehow less than catastrophic and certainly not terminal. It told of the excitement of the cavalry, and the romance and glory to be found on campaign. 

If ever I get off of the trail,

And Injuns, they don't find me.

I'll make my way straight back again,

To the girl I left behind me.

Custer was passing in front of the boys, and they were instantly struck dumb. The cavalry legend was breathtaking in his dark blue, bibbed engineer blouse adorned with brilliant yellow piping. Light blue pants with a single yellow stripe rested easily along the sides of Dandy—one of his two personal mounts. Those yellow stripes led down to impossibly rakish and deeply polished cavalry boots resting lightly in huge black tapaderos. Sunlight glinted invitingly off polished silver studded spurs resting on the back of his boots. Tucked neatly beneath the light sandy hair on his chin, was a bright red scarf, or “wild rag” as the cowboys called them. Custer’s long blond hair flowed from below his large gray sombrero, and the steely gaze of a true Indian fighter and unapologetic American hero peered out from beneath the worn brim.

As Custer moved in front of the boys, he drew his saber up and out of the scabbard with a practiced oily flare, and snapped it directly in front of his face in salute to the officers in the reviewing stand directly behind them. Then, with one sweeping motion, he slid the blade down to his side, pointed it at the street and turned his head toward the generals on the stand.

The boys gazed up at the larger-than-life icon in frozen awe and wonderment. Then something happened that would forever be seared into Will’s memory. Custer moved his eyes down directly to Will’s—and he winked! General George Armstrong Custer had just winked at William Bennet Sterling. Will’s heart stopped just for a moment. The man who he had heard stories about since he was a baby, the man he longed to be, the man who had lived enough for a thousand lifetimes, had just acknowledged William Bennet Sterling in a personal microsecond that seemed to justify the boy’s very existence. Will nearly passed out from exhilaration.

“Did you see that, brother?!” Jake was yelling into Will’s face as he jumped into the air, flinging a tightly balled fist forward in wild flagrant joy, “He winked at us! General oh-my-God Custer winked at us!” 

Will just smiled, stunned into paralysis. 

As the last of the troopers filed by, and the sound of the regimental band faded into the distance, the boys turned and started walking back toward the general store. Both were physically and emotionally drained. They moved down the dusty streets in complete awed silence, hands shoved deep into pockets and shoulders slumped. They moved in the peace and brooding manner that deep thought and concentration brings.

Suddenly, Will stopped and turned to Jake.

“By God, Jake!” Will exclaimed. He had a look on his face like he had been poleaxed by a sudden glimmering realization of personal destiny. “I’m going to do it,” he blurted out. “I’m really going to do it!”

“Do what?” Jake asked. “I didn’t know you were mulling a question.”

“I’m going to do whatever it takes to enlist,” Will said. “Yes sir, I’m going to go and enlist in that very unit right there.” He was pointing back toward the area where the cavalry had just been.

“You’ve been in the sun too long, brother,” Jake said.

“No, I ain’t, neither,” Will said, sounding just a little hurt. “Think of it, Jake. All dressed in that smart-looking cavalry uniform, sword at your side, carbine on a sling. And that band! Did you hear that band, Jake?”

“I did, Will,” Jake said in wide-eyed amazement. “I sure did, and it was glorious. But, Will, we ain’t but 16. We’ll never be able to make that work.”

Will pushed his hat back as the two boys started walking along the roadside again. 

“I already figured on that, brother,” Will said, as he looked thoughtfully down the street. “I got it all planned out.”

“Oh,” Jake said, “do you now?”

“Yup,” Will said as he jammed his hands into his pockets. “I have it all worked out. And, do you know what the best part is?”

“No sir,” Jake said in an appeasing tone, “but I simply can’t stand the anticipation.”

Will stopped and faced his lifelong friend, hesitating for effect.

“You,” Will finally said, “are comin’ with me.”
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Destiny

The boys spent the better part of the next two years working as many odd jobs as they could. Every single cent they made was put into a jar that Will kept under his bed. Never, during that time, did either of the boys resolve, flag or waver. Getting Jake on board had proven to be a little more difficult than Will had planned at first. Jake was all about the adventure, but a two-year plan seemed so far out in front of the boys as to be completely unattainable.

One night, as they lay in the grass looking at the stars, Jake let his real fears come to the surface.

“Will,” Jake said.

“Yeah?” Will answered quietly. Nighttime on the farm was Will’s favorite. Out there, lying in the grass with nothing but the sounds of crickets, and water running smoothly in the nearby stream, it seemed this was the closest a man could get to God.

“I was thinkin’, Will,” Jake continued slowly, “I was thinkin’ what if we was to get into that cavalry regiment with ole General Custer. What if we did that and something bad was to happen.”

“Bad?” Will asked. “What could possibly happen that would be bad? With all those troopers around. Jake, did you see all those guns, and sabers those riders had? How could anything bad ever happen with all that dang blasted firepower behind you?”

“But sometimes it does, Will. Have you thought about that?”

“Generally,” Will said, still looking up at the massive blanket of stars, “I try not to get as depressing as you. So, no.”

“I’m just sayin’,” Jake said, persisting. 

“Sayin’ what?” Will asked, perturbed by Jake tossing a wet blanket on his dreams.

“I’m sayin’ . . . you remember the stories from back in ’68, right?” Jake said.

“What about it?” Will asked.

“Bad things happened that day,” Jake said slowly. “Down on the Washita. We heard the stories our fathers tell.”

“Are you pulling my leg, brother?” Will asked as he rolled over to face his best friend. “General Custer and his boys wupped up on those Injuns hard.” Will paused to let that sink in. “Hard,” Will continued pointedly. “They killed fifty of ’em. And that’s including ole Black Kettle, and his wife for good measure. Fifty, Jake. And maybe even that many wounded.”

“What about the cavalry?” Jake asked.

“What about it?”

“How many did they lose, Will?” he asked. “How many of those boys never came back?”

“What the Sam Hill are you going on about?” Will asked. He knew the answer and where Jake was going. But his mind was firmly clamped shut to reason.

“Twenty-one,” Jake finally said, “twenty-one troopers dead. And more wounded. Most of them out there with that poor ole Major Elliott. Him, and his entire troop, wiped out,” Jake snapped his fingers, “just like that.”

“Elliott had it comin’, brother,” Will said flatly. “It’s good to remember that. He went runnin’ off on his own . . . against Custer’s orders I might add, and he got himself and everybody with him killed.”

“We could have been with them, Will. Don’t you get that?”

“No,” Will said, letting his irritation show a little too much. “We most certainly couldn’t have. Elliott was a glory seeker. Him and those other twenty fools took off and left three companies of cavalry troopers sitting there wonderin’ what the heck he was doing.”

Jake was just looking at his best friend. Clearly, forethought and reason were not part of Will’s grand plan.

“Look,” Will said patiently, “it’s a proven fact that the only way you’ll get done in out there is if you ain’t a good soldier and aren’t doin’ what you been trained to do. Start messin’ around, doin’ things your own way, and there’s a bad ole Injun out there just waiting to take your hair home with him.” Jake could see Will’s wide grin gleaming in the Kansas night. “We’re not just going to be good soldiers, Jake ole man. We’re going to be the best damn soldiers that ever wore Yankee blue, or rode in the almighty Seventh by God Cavalry.” 

“You sure do sound pretty sure of yourself,” Jake said, as he smiled back.

“Hell yes, I am,” Will said standing up and swiping at his pants leg for emphasis. “There ain’t nobody in all of Riley County that rides as good as either of us, brother. Hell, I’d go as far as all of Kansas for that matter. Neither one of us has ever been whipped in a fight. Not even when both those Sutter boys tried to get you down last summer. Jake, you had both of them wrapped up and cryin’ in no time at all. Yes sir, no time.” Jake was just watching the show, now. He knew better than to interrupt when Will was on a roll. And with the arrival of cussing, he knew that Will was most certainly on a blaster of a roll. 

“Besides,” Will stopped, put his hands on his hips and looked directly at Jake, “do you seriously, for the smallest part of a single second, ever think that your best friend in the whole wide world would ever let anything bad happen to you?” Jake started to answer, but Will cut him off. “‘No’ would be the answer you’re looking for there, ole pard. NO! Why hell, son, if I let anything happen to you, your momma would tan me good. I can’t come back to this little corner of paradise without my best friend and companion alive, walking, talking, and in one piece. Besides brother, just think of what all those tight-faced little girls in town are going to do when we come ridin’ back here in one of those uniforms, and sittin’ on one of those cavalry horses.” Jake stood up and Will grabbed him by the shoulders just like he had done during the parade in Manhattan. “Well ole pard,” he said directly into Jake’s face, “they may pass out right there in front of you. That’s what they might do. Hell yes! Well hell, Jake, the only thing you need to worry your pointed little head about is just what you’re going to do with all them womenfolk chasin’ after you all over town. I mean, after all, there’s only so much of us to go around. Heroes or not.” Jake was laughing at Will’s outburst.

“Okay, okay,” Jake finally said. “I’m with you, partner. Right down to the finish line. I’m there. Besides, you just guaranteed my safety, brother. And you ain’t lied to me yet.”

“That’s my ole Jake,” Will said standing back. 

“Just one thing though,” Will continued in a very serious fashion, “there’s just one thing that I need you to promise me before we get out there in Injun country.”

“Sure,” Jake said slightly taken aback by his friend’s instant change in demeanor.

“You have to swear to me right now, Jake,” Will said.

“Yeah,” Jake said, “of course I will. Just, what is it?”

“You got to swear, brother, that if you get out in front of me and the troop when we ride into action, you don’t kill all them Injuns yourself.” Will punched Jake in the arm playfully.

“You got to save some for me, brother,” Will said laughing. “This is going to be huge, Jake. Huge! And we are going to ride it for everything we got until life gives in and lays down.” 

Will flung his arm across his friends’ shoulder. They walked with all the misplaced youthful confidence in the world, certain they controlled their own destiny. The two young sons of the Kansas plains melted into the darkness, together moving through the peace of the night, and back to the unappreciated safety of their homes.
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The Sins of the Father

The family reaction, when the boys dropped the news that they had finally saved enough money and planned to go north to Fort Abraham Lincoln to seek their fortunes as troopers in the U.S. Cavalry, was the same in both houses. Two fathers furrowed deep creases of concern and consternation into weathered foreheads. Two mothers wept openly as they hugged their sons tightly.

Will’s father, Micah, had served with the Second Kansas Volunteer Infantry Regiment during the Civil War. He and his friends had exhibited the same bravado he was seeing in his very young son right now. Micah remembered feeling as though he was immortal and that death or dismemberment would only happen to those around him. His only concern was that he not show cowardice in the face of the enemy.

Micah was baptized in the deep, violent pool of armed combat on a scorching hot August day in 1861 at the Battle of Wilson’s Creek. Early that morning, Federal Artillery had decimated the Confederate cavalry. Micah and the other young men of the Second Kansas followed the bellicose General Lyons uphill as they assaulted fortified Confederate troops at the top of a ridge that would become known as “Bloody Hill.” And bloody it certainly was. Micah had never known white-hot fear, but the specter of death had wrapped its icy fingers tightly around his throat and threatened to lay bare his worst fears. Every fiber of his rational being craved the freedom of running away. In front of him lay death at the hands of strangers. Continuing to walk toward men whose one singular drive was to kill him, in any way at hand, was insane. But his irrational self, driven only by a vague ideal of being true to his oath and friends, kept him moving forward. In less time than it took to draw his next breath, he could be shot, or blown into unrecognizable pieces, or laid out in the blood-stained Missouri grass writhing in unbearable pain as he held onto shredded vestiges of broken bone and torn flesh that had, a millisecond before, been his leg. 

General Lyons was amazing as he rallied the men from the front, his saber circling over his head as he yelled encouragement to his soldiers from the back of his horse. Then his head snapped back and his hat spun into the air. Blood streamed down the side of his head where a Confederate rifle ball had creased it. Two more enemy shots dug into the horse’s chest. Life pumped quickly out of the wounds and the doomed beast slumped to the ground, already dead, taking Lyons with it.

Micah felt the white-hot fear rise up from the depths of his chest and rise into his throat like a knotted lump of bile. He was swept up in a pall of hate, dread, and an animalistic drive to simply survive. Every second pushed him closer to the line of determined men who were screaming and shooting at him; strangers who simply wanted to eradicate him from the human race. The advance had stalled when General Lyons went down, obviously wounded, and assumed dead. Then, miraculously, Lyons rolled away from the lifeless horse and stood. Then he did something that none of the Union troops on the slope ever expected to see; he turned and ran as fast as he could, back downhill, and away from the enemy.

“What the hell do we do now,” a man lying next to Micah asked. Disgust and hatred dripped off his words. Micah tried to get as flat to the ground as he could, as Confederate lead screamed over his head. 

“Look,” another man said pointing to the rear.

Lyons ran to the closest Union line he could find; the Missouri Infantry. Lyons hurried to Major McElhaney, grabbed the reins from his hand and leapt into the saddle. Instantly, he was charging back through the stopped Second Kansas at full speed, rallying his troops to follow him back up the hill.

“Come on!” The voice was Micah’s. He was up and running forward, bayonet firmly in place on the end of his US-issued Springfield infantry rifle. He drove up the slope, rifle at the ready. General Lyons was hit again, this time in his leg. He pitched back, rolled over and jumped up, running again. Micah was right next to him. Then they were amongst the enemy, savagely fighting hand to hand. The fighting was brutal and raw. Micah shot a boy, who looked to be no more than a teenager, in the face. Time slowed to a pace that was almost imperceptible. The brilliant blast from his rifle spit surreal light into the young man’s face as the Minie ball smashed through bone and cartilage, then hurried on through the back of his head. A fountain of blood sprang from the wound as he dropped his rifle, covering his ruined face with both hands, he fell screaming to the grass. Another man came from behind him, charging directly at Micah, screaming savagely, his gleaming Confederate bayonet pointed directly at Micah’s chest. Without thinking, Micha parried the enemy thrust with one fluid, violent movement, continued through the swing, and destroyed the enemy’s face with the butt of his rifle. The next man was on him in seconds. Micah drove his bayonet into his chest. His answer to the man’s beastly scream was to twist the weapon and push it in deeper.

Micah had just killed three men in less than a minute and was looking for more—not out of bloodlust or some macabre need to kill—the enemy was everywhere and he was simply trying to survive. Generals Lyons was deeper in the group of rebels now and they had him completely surrounded. Micah could hear men behind him screaming to retreat. He rammed the butt of his rifle into the face of another man with all the force he could muster. Turning toward General Lyons, he screamed at him to get back downhill, but it was too late. The general had discarded his empty weapons and was fiercely fighting to the last with fists and rocks. The circle of men tightened around him, trying to capture him alive. He picked up a rock and hurled it into the face of the nearest rebel he saw. Incensed and bleeding, that man drew a pistol and shot Lyons in the heart. Micah and the rest of the Second Kansas ran back downhill to safety. 

Many years later, Micah would look back on this very instant as the point when he was irrevocably changed. There were more battles to be fought and he would bear witness to the maiming of countless young men and the murdering of countless others. He would know the sting of a bullet wound to his right calf and the pain he felt as the regimental surgeon dug the bullet out of his flesh, sans morphine or alcohol. 

The thought of his tender-hearted young son being forever changed, as innocence was ripped away and smashed into the ground, weighed on him, threatening to push the very breath from his lungs. Tears welled in Micah’s eyes as he fought back the burden of burning-hot saline sadness that threatened to render him unable to support Will in the way that his son would need. There was no question that the boys had made up their minds and were undoubtedly going off to what they saw as the romantic exhilaration of army life.

“Ok,” Micah said sadly looking down at the table. “Ok, son. I know I can’t stop you boys.” He held his head bowed for what seemed like an eternity. After a time, Micah sniffed, looked up at Will, and at the horrified expression spreading across his wife’s face. His eyes were moist, and sadder than Will had ever seen. Red lines etched the corners. Slowly, Micah rose from his chair, smiled, and walked out the front door. On the small porch, he rolled a cigarette, struck a match off the rough banister, and lit his smoke.

“Pa,” Will said softly from behind him. Micah didn’t turn around, and when Will touched his shoulder, he winced. “Pa,” Will said again. “Ma is cryin’ in there. I feel just horrible, Pa. I wouldn’t do anything in the world to hurt you all. You have to know that. This is just somethin’ Jake and I have to do. It’s . . . it’s our destiny.” Micah turned around and rested on the porch railing.

“I know that, son,” he said sadly. “Your mother and I both know that. Of course, I wish there was something I could say to stop you, but I know there isn’t. I knew just by the look on both you boys’ faces when you came back from that damned parade in Manhattan that we would end up right here, having this damned conversation.” Will had never heard his father swear before. Then his father did something that would stick with Will for the rest of his life. He rolled another cigarette, lit it and handed it to the boy.

“But,” Will started to protest.

“Take it, son,” Micah said. “I know it won’t be the first for you. And making manly decisions comes with manly habits, I’m afraid.” Will was astonished as he took the smoldering tobacco from the well-worn and shaking hand of his father. “Life is going to change for you, boy,” Micah said.

“I’m going to be fine, Pa,” Will said just a little too positively. “Both of us will be fine as frog’s hair. You’ll see.”

“No, son,” Micah said as he looked off into the murky Kansas night. “No, you won’t. Neither of you will be. And I pray to the good Lord that’s looking down on us right now that I’m wrong. But you’re going to find out that sometimes there are worse and more hurtful things that can happen to a man than just being killed or wounded really bad.”

Will was flabbergasted. He had no response that seemed appropriate to what his father was saying to him now. The only thing that he could think to say—that the boys would be ok—had been soundly smashed. There was nothing else to add to assuage his father’s pain.

“It’s alright, boy,” Micah said as he turned to his son and put his hand on his shoulder. Then he grabbed Will and held him close. “Never forget, son,” Micah whispered into Will’s ear, “your mother and I love you no matter what you might be forced to do. Above all, hold on to your humanity.”

“I love you too, Pa,” Will said. Then he stepped back and looked his father in the eye, something that he had never really done before, not like that, anyway. He knew, in that instant, that things between them had changed forever. From now on, they would relate as men. Will felt the melancholy sting as his boyhood was ripped forever from his grasp, and was overcome with grief. 

“We’ll be fine, Pa,” Will tried to reassure his father again as tears streamed freely down his cheeks and burned into his face with the pain of known falsehoods. Micah grabbed the boy again in a bear hug that threatened to squeeze the life out of him. Then, his father did something that he had never done before; something that Will would have burned into his brain forever, something that he would take with him into a hundred places that no man should ever have to go, something that he would wrap himself in when he felt as though humanity had escaped the human race and left a burning dark hole on the face of the earth. Micah held the back of his son’s head gently in his left hand, the exact same way he had held the boy the day he was born, then he kissed Will gently on the cheek. It was almost as if he was saying goodbye—a final goodbye to the boy who he had loved and kept safe from the cruelties of the world.

Will knew his childhood was behind him and he wept openly at the loss. 
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Chapter 4
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Reality

Thanks to an inveterate frugal nature, combined with a tremendous work ethic, the boys had saved enough to take the train to the recruit depot. Will and Jake both wanted to find some way to slow the passage of time, drinking in the enormity of their epic journey. Events were happening far too fast for them to give each moment the attention and reverence it deserved. They wanted to hold on to the romance of traveling by rail. Jake tried to drive each individual moment deep into the crevasses of his memory. They were warriors, Knights Templar, riding off to supplicate all enemies of the beloved United States of America, both foreign and domestic.

The boys were swimming in a deep, briny sea of sensory overload: the smell of creosote coated crossties, the leather of the benches in the cars, and even the acrid smell of the smoke that ceaselessly belched from the stack mounted on the front of the engine, blasted through their nostrils and floated around their brains. Everything was new, brilliant, and exciting. 

Jake closed his eyes so he could absorb the sounds around him, from the melodic rhythm of the steel wheels clacking over spaces and imperfections in the rails, to the demanding sound of the conductor as he called station stops in the cars. This was the beginning of an adventure of a lifetime, a realization of two years of hard work and planning. They hadn’t simply run away on a whim and joined the circus; that was certainly not the stuff these boys were made of. They both knew what they wanted out of life and they were going to take it.

“You sleepin’?” Will asked.

“Nope,” Jake said dreamily. “I’m just tryin’ to drag it all in.”

“I know what you mean, brother,” Will said as he closed his eyes and settled back. “I sure do know what you mean.”

Will and Jake had arrived at the army post and were standing with a group of other recruits waiting for someone to tell them what to do. Soon, the cold reality of decisions they had made, and goals they worked so hard to accomplish, rolled across an empty parade ground in the angry personification of the company adjutant and first sergeant. The new men were standing amidst tumble of luggage, bundles, and packages that make up the random jetsam of travel, looking deeply expectant.

Will was surprised the first sergeant looked like he might be having an incredibly bad morning. His brow was deeply furrowed in perpetual consternation and seemed to serve as a prop for the well-worn kepi that could possibly have been constructed directly on the sergeant’s head at birth. From what Will and Jake could tell through the massive tangle of a mustache crawling across the man’s upper lip, the corners of his mouth were pulled into a dramatic tightness that threatened to split his nose in two. Will was confident this embodiment of an evil mood would soften to a more appreciable version of what was presenting itself to the public when he met his newest recruits.

“What the bloody hell are you morons doing standing around like a bunch of schoolgirls?” the sergeant growled in a thick, hard Irish brogue. 

The boys were stunned at the very idea anyone in this group could be presenting themselves as a schoolgirl in the presence of this mountain of anger.

“You,” the sergeant said pointing directly at Jake. 

Jake simply raised his eyebrows, looked from side to side and pointed at himself as if to say, “who, me?” 

“Yes, you, ya miserable lump. Take charge of this ball of vermin and get them down to the receiving barracks. Report to the corporal of the guard.”

“Uh, where?” Jake asked weakly. “And, to who?”

“Oh,” the sergeant bellowed as he placed his hands on his hips and threw his head back, “sweet bloody baby Jesus and the merciful Mother. What the holy hell have they sent me?”

“Apologies, sir,” the sergeant said to the adjutant, “I’m sorry this scum has sullied your path.” The young adjutant bowed his head in mock despair.

“That’s fine, Sergeant,” he said, “you can only do so much. Take them down there yourself so we make sure none of them are killed or seriously injured on the way. Get them checked out.”

“Are ya sure, Lieutenant, sir?” the sergeant said as he crossed his arms. “Do ya think it might be a better idea just to scalp ’em right now and get it over with? That kind of thing tends to spook the other troopers when it happens in the field, and we could just do it right here while no one is lookin’.”

All seven boys stood in slack-jawed amazement.

“No, sergeant,” the adjutant said, “remember when we staked out that last group on the parade ground for the same reason?”

“Oooooooooh,” the sergeant said, “right you are, sir. The smell was awful.” The sergeant added a few more things about all of them being the lowest form of life on the planet. Then it was time to move.


“Form up, lads!” the sergeant barked. They all stood in place and picked up their bags.



“DROP THAT CIVILIAN SHIT!” the maniac with stripes on his sleeve roared. “Whatever the army thinks you need will be given to you!”

The boys were taken to the receiving barracks, given billets and bed rolls, and told when to be back in the drill area for inspection. Will and Jake were amazed that their simple presence on the post seemed to irritate every person they came in contact with. They moved around as an unorganized group for two days wearing the civilian clothes they had traveled in. That time was a blur to both of them, moving from one place to another in a frenzied hurry simply so they could wait around, and be told to hurry someplace else to wait yet again.

The boys were certain that once they got their uniforms, things would change for the better; and change they did. Possibly not so much for the better though. Once in a company and outfitted like regular soldiers of the United States Army, the number of inane tasks that had to be accomplished at a dizzying degree of perfection had grown tenfold.

They hurried to the stables so they could wait for the sergeant to tell them to muck out the stalls, clean the officers’ tack, and polish any and all brass they might be able to find. Then, they had to hurry to the drill field because there were countless piles of dirt that needed to be moved from one side of the parade ground to the other, and then back again to the very spot they had moved it from a few hours before. Gravel needed raked, windows needed cleaned, weapons needed servicing, and latrines needed to be dug, filled, dug, filled, and dug again. The officers and non-commissioned officers seemed to be less irritated by the new recruits’ existence as time went on. In fact, some of the lower-ranking non-coms were nearly civil to them. The boys yearned for the time when they would be able to leave initial training and actually travel to the magnificent splendor of the Seventh Cavalry. 

Eventually, all the dirt that needed to be moved had found its rightful place. All of the fertilizer that had dropped out of equines had been whisked away. All the brass had been polished to a blinding shine. The boys understood they were worthless, lowlife civilian scum, who one day may be able to rise, in some sort of feeble, halfhearted way, to the rank of a U.S. Army Soldier.

Suddenly, they were at the end of a long, blurry tunnel filled with cursing, insults, harder work than they had ever imagined they might be capable of completing, bad food and worse people. Most of the people who had withstood the rigors of army training with them would be relegated to the mundane life of regular infantry. But for the Will and Jake, training was just beginning. The army had yet to open a specific cavalry school. Consequently, they would be off to catch their regiment on the edge of the wilderness that made up the far west Indian reservations.

The next stop was Fort Abraham Lincoln in the territory of Dakota, on the Missouri River, near the burgeoning town of Bismarck. 
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Chapter 5
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Destructive Honesty

William Sherman paced back and forth in his Washington office, hands clasped tightly at his back and his head bowed. Next to him stood Philip Sheridan, a hawkish-featured man whose perpetual dark expression left no question he was pure business. The mood in the room completely subdued the usually brash young lieutenant colonel standing in front of Sherman’s desk. Pacing was incessant and pronounced; the longer Sherman paced, the deeper the frown became on Sheridan’s face. Finally, he stopped and faced the young man.

“What, in the name of all that is holy, could you have been thinking, George,” the general asked.

“I . . . ,” Custer began.

“You couldn’t possibly think that was a legitimate question. Could you, Custer?” Sheridan said cutting him off. Sherman held a copy of the New York Herald in his clenched fist. “These articles attacking Secretary Belknap,” Sherman said incredulously, “the Secretary of War Belknap, I might add, and Grant, George, Orvil Grant? The president’s brother. That Orvil Grant. You thought it was a good idea . . . a career-enhancing idea, to attack the secretary of war, and the brother of the president . . . in the New York Herald?!”

“General, sir,” Custer started.

“You can’t possibly have the misconception that there is any kind of defense,” interrupted Sheridan, “can you?”

“Sir,” Custer continued, “those articles are anonymous.”

Sherman slammed the fist that was holding the paper into the top of his desk.

“Don’t try to pull that hogwash with me, George,” he said, red-faced in anger. “This has your name all over it. And in the future, if you want to remain anonymous, don’t tell every man jack that can hear the sound of your voice that you’re going to do it.”

Custer remained silent and stoic.

“The president wants your head on a platter, George,” Sheridan finally said. “I think you may have just given it to him.”

“Hell, Phil,” Sherman added, “ever since the Boy General here thought it would be a good idea to arrest the president’s son for public drunkenness, Grant has wanted his pound of flesh. Trust me. That has not been forgotten.”

“How bad can I expect it to be, sir?” Custer asked.

“Bad?” Sherman asked incredulously. “Bad enough that the president has stripped you of your command.”

“My command, sir?” Custer was dumbfounded. “But sir, General Terry and Gibbon are planning the largest campaign since the end of the war against the Lakota. With Colonel Sturgis away on superintendent duty at the cavalry depot in St. Louis, that leaves me in command of the entire Seventh Cavalry. If I’m not to march with my troop, that would leave Benteen in command, sir. Is there nothing that can be done?”

There’s only one thing that I can think to do, George,” Sherman said. “Schedule a meeting with the president in person. Go there with bowed head and hat in hand, son. That’s the only thing that is going to even come close to making this go away.”

Custer did attempt to schedule the face-to-face meeting with President Grant, and each request was summarily denied. Custer couldn’t begin to shoulder the possibility of his beloved Seventh Cavalry going off on the biggest campaign since the Civil War without him. The army was originally supposed to move out on April 6, and this nonsense in Washington had already delayed that. They were not going to wait forever; however, the President of the United States had issued a direct order that, under no circumstance, was Custer to leave Washington.

Finally, on May 2, Custer had had enough of the political posturing and infighting. With every intention of heading west to resume his command and ride with his regiment into battle, Custer boarded a train in Washington that was headed to Chicago and points west.

Grant was absolutely apoplectic.

“Who in blue thunder does that man think he is?!” Grant bellowed at Sheridan.

“He thinks he is a national hero, sir,” Sheridan answered blandly.

“National hero!” Grant yelled. “By God I’ll have that national hero tossed so far back into a jail cell that air and sunshine will have to be brought to him on a blasted donkey cart!”

“Yes sir,” Sheridan said.

Grant turned and glared out of the window. He wanted to have Custer politically drawn and quartered, but Grant was already tremendously unpopular with the public. If he redressed Custer, that would only add to his troubles. On the other hand, he couldn’t simply allow the brash young officer to spit in the face of a direct order from his commander in chief.

“Phil,” Grant said as he turned around to face Sheridan, “get a wire to one of your men in Chicago and place that man under arrest. I’ll figure out what I’m going to do with him after that. But he sure as thunder is NOT going west with his command. You can count on that.”

Sheridan didn’t care about politics or politicians. All he really cared about was results. He once said, “I have never once taken a command into battle with the slightest desire to come out alive unless I won.” He wanted Custer in command because he knew that Custer would guarantee results. But he was also a career soldier and had no choice but to obey his president.
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