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Chapter One
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It’s said one can never go back to another time, yet sometimes somehow, the past has a way of coming into our present. It comes across the years and space to show us something we have overlooked or to clarify any questions. This is one of those stories. To begin with we are asked to recall the year 1876 and a hot day in June. When a young Lieutenant. Colonel and is men into the valley at the base of the Big Horn to face the jaws of hell and forever be part of our nation’s history. The Lieutenant Colonel was George Armstrong Custer and the battle was The Little Big Horn. Two hundred and seventy-seven men died alongside him that day each one became part of history. Benteen and Reno with their men could only stay held back by two other war parties while the main party concentrated on Custer. This story starts before that battle. It began with a little frackus called the Civil War and a young man named Able Maxwell.

Able was a young farmer wen the war broke out. Like every young man Able enlisted into the union army and was chosen to be under the command of a young man named Custer. Able was totally impressed with the young man and spoke of him in his letters back home to his young wife Harriett. Harriett Maxwell read each letter, it was her only link to her husband. She left home to tend to the farm with their two boys Eli, seven, and Adam five. Little Abby was only a few months old when he left. His letters always said he would be back home to them soon. The war did end and each day young men returned home to their loved ones. Though Able did come back and being is life again as a farmer but there was a calling crying out to him. A cry that urged him to pick up and follow to the tune of the Gary Owen. The English marching song Custer had chosen for the Seventh Calvary. Why, there wasn’t a man who didn’t know the words to it and would sing it when they marched by for inspection. It was after a few months back at home, Able once more headed out again to follow Custer. The young man rose to the rank of general during the war, the youngest man ever to achieve that rank. Though he was later given the rank of Lieutenant Colonel, his men still called him general. 

So, after a brief stay with his Harriet and the children, Able was on again to follow the boy general as he was called. As he hugged the boys, he looked at Harriet, “I’ve got to go Harriet, the general needs me. 

“She looked at him, “General, why can’t you see what everyone else sees? You know what they call him, the boy general. That’s all he is, a boy playing soldier.” 

Able looked at her and though he could understand her anger he still had to go. He knew there was nothing he could do or say to make her see but he really didn’t want to leave her this way. “Harriet, I really wish you would understand, I’m doing this for all of us. I hear there is plenty of good land out west. We can get us a new start, a new life not just for us but for the kids too. It’s our one big chance.” Harriet turned and slowly walked toward the house. Able gently took her hand, “please don’t be this way.” This discussion was over, “Able, let go of my arm.”

Able let go of her arm and she headed back in the house. Able left two days later to join his regiment. He hugged the children goodbye and gently placed a kiss on his wife’s cheek, then slowly walked to his horse, mounted, then rode off. Harriet watched him ride off. He looked back at them twice and then turned the bend and was gone. Little did she know it would be the last time she would see him. 

Able followed the Lieutenant Colonel in all his campaigns and would continue to write home to let Harriet and the children know he was fine and thinking of them every moment. Harriet kept each letter; it was her children’s tie to their father. Something she did not realize at the time but it would become their last link to him. It was the beginning of June when they received what would be the last letter from him. Able had stated the weather was quite warm and they would be entering into the Montana Territory soon. The Lieutenant Colonel had been ordered to search for the tribes that had left the reservations and return them. 

His letters sounded in good spirits, not hinting of any presence of danger, possibly he had not known there was any sign of it. It was the last letter he wrote. It was early in July. Harriet was notified by the army that her husband was killed along with is fellow officers. Of course, they mentioned he died bravely and all the other accolades they bestowed on them, but it was Harriet who knew she was now a widow who no longer had a husband and her children no longer had a father. Of course, many questions were asked, but the answers were never given, however, this was expected from the army. The only information anywhere of this incident was the lone survivor was a horse. It seemed Custer’s luck had run out. He had pushed his luck too far. Like Icarus who flew too close to the sun and his wings melted, Custer too fell back to earth.

The country, upon hearing the news of the fate of Custer and his men were determined more than ever to get revenge for what happened and aimed it on all Indians. Enlistment soared as every man answered the call to the memory of what happened at the Big Horn. 

Harriet Maxwell could not help but feel bitterness, but surprisingly not to the Indians, but for Able himself, who left his family not only once, but twice to follow this man. Here she was a widow with three young children, in debt with no one to help them. Years passed and the boys grew into fine young men making their mother very proud. At times, she was sad to know that Able had missed all this, but through those lonely years ,she learned not to dwell in the past. She knew it would not change what had happened or change what was to come.

It was the year eighteen hundred and ninety-six, twenty years since that day Able and the others lost their lives. 

It was on this warm afternoon, Abby Maxwell came rushing in the house. “Mama, Mama there’s a story here about a man who claims he was with Custer at the Big Horn. She handed her mother the newspaper and Harriet looked at it. In her mind she kept thinking it had to be false. The army had accounted for every man and checked all the men who were with Custer. She continued to read as this man claimed he did see and survived the battle. His description of the events were completely accurate that only someone who was there could say. 

Harriet looked up at her daughter. Abby hardly remembered her father. She was only six months old when he left. The only father she knew was the picture that sat on the fireplace mantle. 

Abby looked at her mother. “Mama, do you think he’s telling the truth? Do you think he could possibly know Papa!” There was almost a plea in her voice. The plea from a young girl who wanted to have more than just a picture on the mantle. 

Harriet smiled and placed her hand on her daughter’s shoulder. She was such child who had such an image of a man she hardly knew. An image Harriet wouldn’t want destroyed. She would never tell her that he left them to follow the boy general and never returned. This story could be like others before be just someone trying to get noticed and attention.

“I don’t think so Abby. After all, there was quite a few men there that day and as I recall. all the bodies were accounted for.”

“But Mama, they could have made a mistake! Why, Mary Fields says her pa said they really didn’t know how many could have found cover from the battle and survived. Please Mama, can we write and ask this man if he knew Papa?”

“Abby, I know you want to know, but I know your papa died that day. If he had survived, he would have come back long before now to be with us” She knew if it were true, her Able would be out west following another one of his dreams of a better life for all of them.

“But can we at least ask him Mama? It wouldn’t hurt to ask. What if he’s not, do you think that he’s making it any easier for the families of those men?” 

“If you won’t write to him, I will Mama. I want to know who was with my father when he died!”

Harriet looked at her daughter and then shook her head, “alright Abby, you can write to this man, but I want to see the letter before you mail it.”

Abby put her arms around her mother and smiled, “oh thank you Mama.”

Harriet looked at her daughter, “but if he is just trying to gain glory on the memory of these men. You are to stop writing, do I make myself clear?”

“Yes Mama.”
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With her mother’s blessing, Abby sat down and began writing her letter to Mr. Jonas Trumbull. As he stated in his article, he was a private in the Seventh Calvary and was with Custer at the Big Horn. The article continued that he was in charge of the horses and ammunition and when the battle started, his job was to fall behind and stay with the horses in a position where he wasn’t seen. He admits in the article he thought himself a coward and he stated he ran for cover when the attack began. He found cover under a fallen wagon where he lay there totally still. The young man silently sobbed as he heard the cries of the others as they were tortured and killed. He remained undercover until it was over and slowly, he crawled out of his hiding place and down to the river where bodies of both sides were along both sides of the water. He slowly made his way across the stream and took cover behind the brush where he knelt down and wept. It was some time before he gathered the courage to stand up and walk on, leaving the death and destruction behind and headed toward the cliffs and safety. 

He watched from the cliff above as the women came to the sight and began removing the uniforms from the soldiers. Their job was to leave the bodies naked, so the animals would have nourishment on their remains. He dared not move too fast for fear of being seen and so he remained in hiding for another day.

Early the following day, he found the strength and courage to make his way up the cliff and over to the other side of the mountain and safety. 

As Abby continued to read his story, he stated he had only a pistol which he had taken from one of the fallen troopers and a canteen he had taken with him from the wagon. Half-starved and weary from lack of sleep and walking, he came across a camp of traders. Unable to go any farther, he collapsed just a few feet from their camp where they took him in and cared for him. 

When he was stronger, he was able to tell them what had happened and the fate of the others. No one seemed to question his story, the men had been up in these hills for months and basically had seen no one, white or Indian. They had heard of Custer, but not that he was on the other side of the mountain. It had been a known fact that fur traders and Indians both walked the same land. They had a mutual agreement with one another, and each understood their boundaries. The trappers were not interested in gold, they were only there for the furs. The trooper explained he had to get to the nearest fort, any fort, to tell them what had happened. 

The trapper told him the nearest fort was Fort Ellis. It was Trudeau the Frenchman who agreed to get him to the fort. Though Trudeau was himself wanted by the army, he agreed to take the trooper to the trail that would lead him right to the fort. With both in agreement, it was settled, they would leave at dawn.

Back at the scene of the massacre, they were burying the remains of the men of Custer’s command as well as Custer. As best as they could, they identified each trooper. Many had been left naked, others scalped, still others beaten beyond recognition. They made sure all were buried where they fell. Their tags were attached to the make-shift crosses on each grave. It was Benteen’s promise, he would return with a proper burial detail to lay these men to rest properly including the Lieutenant Colonel. 

It was the following day, Trumbull and Trudeau came to the clearing which would lead him to Fort Ellis. He thanked him and headed for the fort. By late afternoon, he saw the gates of the fort not more than a few yards from him. A sentry at the gate noticed him and that he was a trooper. He yelled down to his sergeant, “hey Sergeant, looks like a trooper is making his way to the gate.” 
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