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PREFACE


George Armstrong Custer has been the subject of more books and articles than any American except Abraham Lincoln. More has been written about the Battle of Little Big Horn than about the Battle of Gettysburg. His mythic “Last Stand” remains one of the nation’s alluring enigmas. He is a rare figure in the country’s past, an individual assured of immortality. He is as fascinating as he is controversial.

Justification for another book about Custer seemingly strains credulity. My biography, however, is the first full-scale study of his entire life in over three decades. Its purpose is to present a fresh reexamination of his life based upon recent scholarship and archival research. While many biographers or historians have chosen to concentrate either on the Civil War years or the postwar decade, my work embraces both periods. Understanding of the man and of the soldier requires inclusiveness. He strides across both eras, and both eras help to define him.

    • • •

    Any written work such as this requires collective effort. For those individuals who offered their assistance, I extend my sincere appreciation and gratitude. Their knowledge and insight have made this a better book, but all errors are solely the responsibility of the author.

First of all, I wish to thank the archivists and librarians at the institutions cited in the bibliography for their understanding, expertise, and patience with my requests for materials.

Other individuals deserve my particular recognition:

Michael Musick, archivist, National Archives; Dr. Richard Sommers and David Keogh, archivists, and Michael Winey, photograph curator, United States Army Military Institute; Kitty Deernose, curator, Little Big Horn Battlefield National Monument; Ted Alexander and Paul Chiles, historians, Antietam National Battlefield; Karl Katafiasz, special collections librarian, Monroe County Library System; and the Licensed Guides, Gettysburg National Battlefield, for supplying me with important manuscripts and guiding my research.

Marshall Krolick, an expert on cavalry operations at Gettysburg, for sharing with me material from his collection.

Todd Kern, historian on operations in the Shenandoah Valley, for walking the ground with me at Locke’s Ford and arranging an interview with members of the Locke family.

Clark B. “Bud” Hall, an authority on Civil War cavalry operations, for reading several of my chapters and sharing material with me.

Tom and Alice O’Neil, Custer scholars, for reading the entire manuscript, offering perceptive comments, and correcting errors, above and beyond the call of duty.

Brian Pohanka, Civil War and Custer historian and author, for reading my chapters on Little Big Horn, answering questions, and sharing material from his collection.

Allan Tischler, longtime friend and fellow Civil War historian, for reading chapters on the Shenandoah Valley campaign, walking the ground with me at Tom’s Brook, finding numerous sources, and for his friendship.

Nick, Sr.; Kathy; and Nick Picerno, Jr., dear family friends, for their generosity in sharing their home with us for research visits, for escorting me around Vermont and New Hampshire, and for their support and kindness.

Robert Gottlieb, my agent, for the idea and the counsel.

Bob Bender, my editor, for his endless patience, understanding, and commitment.

Jason and Natalie, our son and daughter, for their love, the richest of life’s gifts.

Gloria, my wife, for sharing with me the work of this book, from beginning to end, for her love, and for giving meaning and fulfillment to my life.

Merle and Kathleen Wert, my parents, and Ralph and Ethel Long, Gloria’s parents, for their encouragement, support, and love, and to whom this book is dedicated.

Jeffry D. Wert

Centre Hall, Pennsylvania

July 14, 1995



Chapter 1


“YELLOW-HAIRED LADDIE”

• It was a Sabbath day—and men waited. Despite the sound of artillery fire and musketry, many of them believed that the long road of civil war could go no farther. For four years, a divided nation sought such a time and place, and now on April 9, 1865, Palm Sunday, near Appomattox Court House, Virginia, the stillness appeared to be at hand.

Although anticipated for months, this final collision had come swiftly during the past week. On April 2, the Union Army of the Potomac, under the direction of Lieutenant General Ulysses S. Grant, overwhelmed the enemy lines around Petersburg, Virginia, and seized the vital railroad center. For ten months, the Confederate entrenchments and General Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia had defied the Federals. But desertion and death had reduced Lee’s ranks to a shadow, and when the Northerners rolled forward, the Southern veterans stood one last time long enough for Lee to extricate his units. Into the night Lee marched the remnants, guiding them westward. Behind the Confederates, their capital, Richmond, roughly twenty miles north of Petersburg, surrendered the next day.

The Federals pursued, relentlessly, sensing that Petersburg had been a mortal wound. It became a race that Lee’s men had to win, but could not. In the forefront of Grant’s army rode the cavalry. The Union horsemen gnawed at the edges and ripped apart the fleeing columns. “Our cavalry were untiring,” remembered a general, and the Rebels no longer could match them. Finally, on the evening of April 8, the Third Cavalry Division knifed into the van of Lee’s army and barred its path.

The cavalrymen of the Third Division belonged to twenty-five-year-old Brevet Major General George Armstrong Custer. He had been their commander since the previous autumn, and under his leadership, the troopers had become one of the finest combat units in the army. Personally fearless, Custer had instilled an aggressiveness in his veterans that often had placed them in the forefront. Once again, they had paced the army, bringing them here to a Virginia crossroads, perhaps only a day from victory.

At daylight on April 9, Confederate infantry, supported by artillery, advanced against the Yankees. Proud, defiant, the once seemingly invincible Rebels came on for a final time. Federal units who had reached the front during the night opened fire, while Custer hurried his brigades forward. Behind Custer, troopers carried a cluster of captured Confederate battle flags, a dramatic gesture typical of the general. His men repulsed an enemy sortie and prepared to charge.

From a ridge, George Custer watched as his regiments wheeled into formation. For the renowned “Boy General” of the Union army, he was where he wanted to be, where he had dreamed of being since he had been a youth. He had been in the debacle at First Bull Run in 1861, and now, he would be in at the end. At one time, he was the youngest general in the army, and his name became a household word in the North. He attained a combat record as a cavalry officer nearly unmatched, while the fame he enjoyed was reserved for few others in the army.

For Custer, however, there was no acclaim without controversy. Even on this day of Union victory, his brashness and flair would generate eventual disagreement. With him, there seemed to be no middle ground. While his men were devoted to him and his superiors praised him, fellow officers resented—perhaps envied—his fame, his showmanship, his loudly proclaimed “luck.” He was a soldier encased in an image; a man shaped by his times, when the country redefined itself and concluded a continental mission.

George Custer moved within that era, defined by it, and in part, defining it. Because of that he remains a disturbing and controversial presence within American history. In life, he fascinated a nation; in death, he haunted its soul. If his military career had ended on the ridge near Appomattox Court House, he would be remembered as one of the country’s finest horse soldiers, a warrior hero, standing at ease, in a front rank of fellow soldiers. But his passage would come instead on a ridge above a Montana river on another Sabbath day when men also waited.1

• • •

    George Armstrong Custer was born in New Rumley, Harrison County, Ohio, on December 5, 1839, the third child of Emanuel H. and Maria Ward Kirkpatrick Custer. His father owned a blacksmith shop and served as the local justice of the peace. Like many of the towns adults, Emanuel and Maria had come to New Rumley from elsewhere. Home and family roots lay to the east.2

Emanuel’s family were Marylanders of German descent. His great-great-great-grandfather was Paulus Kuster or Kuester, who may have been the first of the lineage to settle in America. By the 1750s, the family was established in Maryland and spelled its name “Custer.” Emanuel Custer, George Armstrong’s great-grandfather, was born in Allegany County in 1754, served as a sergeant in the militia during the Revolutionary War, and married Anna Maria Fadley, with whom he had seven children.3

Emanuel and Anna’s second child and son was John, born on February 26, 1782. At the age of twenty, John married eighteen-year-old Catherine Valentine and began housekeeping in Cresaptown in Allegany County. Here they raised seven children to maturity, with John dying in the 1830s, and Catherine in 1877.

Their oldest son was Emanuel Henry, born on December 10, 1806, and named for his grandfather. Generations of Custer men evidently made their living by blacksmithing, and Emanuel Henry learned the trade from either his father or an uncle. In 1824, Emanuel headed west to the hill country of southeastern Ohio to join his fathers brother, Jacob Custer, who most likely wrote to John and asked for his nephew.4

Jacob Custer had been in Ohio for over a decade, following that characteristic westering itch of Americans. Once General Anthony Wayne defeated the Indian tribes in the mid-1790s, Ohio became the new magnet, with its promise of virgin land and with the hope of a new beginning. Jacob Custer stopped at a tiny settlement, Rumley Town, founded by a squatter, John Rumley. But the Marylander had ideas and some money, and had the village plotted and rechristened New Rumley. The village lay about eleven miles from Cadiz, the growing county seat of Harrison County, and was on the stage road from Steubenville to New Philadelphia.5

When Emanuel arrived in New Rumley, the village boasted twenty-four families as residents, an increase of nearly fivefold since Jacob surveyed the plots. The townsfolk soon must have learned that the teenaged Emanuel was an impulsive, intense, and outspoken young man. Men with business at the blacksmith shop and loafers could readily engage the blond-haired Marylander in an argument on nearly any subject. He relished such debates, and in his loud voice held forth, with each point perhaps emphasized by the clang of hammer on anvil. Within a year or so of Emanuel’s arrival, Jacob turned over the business to his nephew and moved to a farm outside of town.6

On August 7, 1828, Emanuel married twenty-four-year-old Matilda Viers, daughter of New Rumley’s justice of the peace, Bruce Viers, and his wife, Hannah. Emanuel and Matilda lived in the log house next to the blacksmith shop, and Matilda gave birth to three children—Hannah in 1830; Brice W. in 1831; and John A. in 1833. Their daughter, however, lived for only a year, and on July 18, 1835, Matilda died of unknown causes. Widowed, with two young sons, Emanuel did not wait long to marry again.7

Emanuel undoubtedly knew Maria Ward Kirkpatrick from the time he came to New Rumley. She was the daughter of the towns tavern keeper and wife, James and Catherine Ward. The Wards had relocated from Washington County, Pennsylvania, in 1816. A tailor and tavern keeper in his native state, James Ward opened an unlicensed public house soon after his arrival, which resulted in a conviction and fine. By the summer of 1817, he had a license and had built a two-story log house, with attached kitchen, on a corner lot of the town square. It must have been a rowdy establishment because Ward was a foul-tempered man, and with his sons, James, Jr., and Joseph, would be involved in a number of assaults on fellow townsmen.8

A frequent customer at the tavern was Israel R. Kirkpatrick, a merchant in town. He and Maria Ward, who was not quite sixteen years old and twelve years younger than Israel, were married on January 8, 1823. A son, David, was born to the couple within a year, followed by a daughter, Lydia Ann, in 1825. The family lived in Israel’s house until 1830, when it moved into the tavern. James Ward had died in 1824, and Andrew Thompson, a shoemaker, managed the business until Catherine Ward died, probably in 1829. In January 1830, Israel Kirkpatrick closed the tavern, and with his wife, two children, and his sister-in-law, Margaret Ward, made it the family home.9

Like Emanuel Custer, Maria Kirkpatrick lost her spouse in 1835, with Israel dying on March 6, four months before Matilda Custer. Because of their shared losses and common needs, Emanuel and Maria gravitated toward each other. They were less than a year apart in age, both with young children, and on February 23, 1836, were married, with Emanuel and his two sons moving into Maria’s home. Jacob Custer still owned the log house and blacksmith shop, so Emanuel joined Maria in the larger house. Unfortunately for them, Marias father and her first husband had died intestate, and it would not be until Israel Kirkpatrick’s estate was settled in 1848 that the couple secured ownership of the property.10

Tragedy, however, remained a companion of Emanuel and Maria for the first three years of their marriage. Five months after their marriage, in July 1836, Emanuel’s three-year-old son John died. Later in the year, Maria gave birth to their first child, James, but he survived only a few months. In 1838, another son, Samuel, was born, but he also died in infancy. By the summer of 1839, Maria was pregnant with their third child.11

Those months also marked other significant changes in the household. For years, Emanuel had been one of the town’s most boisterous Jacksonian Democrats. Around the forge, he railed against any politician or supporter opposed to “Old Hickory.” He was later described as a “staunch, uncompromising Democrat.” But during his fifteen years in New Rumley, he had earned his fellow townsmen’s respect, and in August they elected him to the first of four successive terms as justice of the peace.12

The couple also joined the Methodist Church during this period. Emanuel had been a Presbyterian; Maria, a Lutheran, but they must have found Methodism’s doctrine more comforting. Both of them embraced the faith devoutly, often boarding itinerant preachers in their home. As was her wont, Maria was a quiet, dedicated follower; not so Emanuel—quiet fitted him like a poor Sunday suit. In church, his voice boomed in song; in the blacksmith shop, his arguments were enlivened by the Methodist catechism. He was as intensely and passionately loyal to his church as he was to his political party.13

Three weeks before Christmas, on December 5, in the back room of the first story of their house, Maria gave birth to their third child, George Armstrong, named for one of Emanuel’s younger brothers. The parents doted over the curly-headed, blue-eyed, healthy baby, whom they called Armstrong. As he grew and began talking, he garbled his name as Autie, and to his family he was Autie for the rest of his life.14

Autie was the first of five children born to Emanuel and Maria during a thirteen-year span. Nevin Johnson followed Autie, born on July 29, 1842. A frail, sickly child whom Autie protected, Nevin seemed misplaced among the Custer clan. The third child, Thomas Ward, born on March 15, 1845, would shadow his oldest brother and strive to emulate everything Autie did. Boston followed three years later, born on October 31, 1848. To Boston, Autie was a hero, an older brother to brag about and to worship. The final child was a daughter, Margaret Emma, born June 5, 1852, whose life, even as an adult, would be entwined with her brothers’.15

The Custer household vibrated with life and with love. To outsiders, there seemed to be no difference between the Custer brood and the three children from the previous marriages and, indeed, there was none among the children. Family meant inclusiveness, devotion, and loyalty, a lesson never forgotten.16

Although both parents lavished affection upon their offspring, Maria was the quiet, steady counterpoint to the loud, impulsive Emanuel. After the Civil War, when Autie was a famous general, she wrote a revealing letter to him about herself as a mother. “My loveing son,” she began it. “When you speak about your boyhood home in your dear letter I had to weep for joy that the recollection was sweet in your memory. Many a time I have thought there was things my children needed it caused me tears. Yet I consoled myself that I had done my best in making home comfortable.” The family had little money, she reminded him, and added, “So I tried to fill the empty spaces with little acts of kindness. Even when there was a meal admired by my children it was my greatest pleasure to get it for them.”17

Of all the children, however, Autie was special, both to his parents and to his siblings. Bright and impulsive, he “was irrepressible as a boy,” according to one of his teachers. Mischief clung to Autie; in the words of a schoolmate, “George was a wide awake boy full of all kinds of pranks and willing to take all kinds of chances.” As he grew older, Autie emulated his father as a practical joker. Usually with Tom in tow, Autie eagerly sought victims for their tricks. The boys especially enjoyed ones that involved their father. It would be a lifelong practice relished by the Custer brothers.18

Emanuel sought to rein in his frisky sons. He assigned them chores and every Sunday marched them to church: “His boys was just as punctual as he was,” Nevin remembered, “but not of their own free will.” Autie was a constant presence in the blacksmith shop, listening to town gossip, hearing his father discuss the political sins of Whigs, watching him give shape to metal, and riding newly shod horses so his father could examine the fit. Whenever the chance came, Autie was on horseback, sitting bareback, guiding an animal around the shop. He was “very fond of horses,” a cousin remarked.19

Despite his efforts at discipline, Emanuel could not stop bragging about and showing off Autie, whom he called his “yellow-haired laddie.” When Autie was four years old, his mother, apparently at Emanuel’s insistence, made a soldier’s uniform for the boy. Periodically, in town, the local militia unit, the New Rumley Guards, whom the residents snidely referred to as “the Invincibles,” held musters. At these gatherings, Emanuel had Autie, dressed in his uniform and carrying a toy musket or wooden sword, march down the street with the citizen soldiers. The spectacle delighted onlookers and the Guards, many of whom were drunk, and some enjoyed putting the young warrior through the manual of arms.20

At one muster, according to family tradition, Autie had a toothache, and Emanuel gathered him up and hauled him to a dentist in another town. As the dentist prepared to extract the tooth, Emanuel told Autie that he “must be a good soldier.” On the way home, Autie suddenly blurted out, “Pa, we can whip all of Michigan,” referring to a border dispute between it and Ohio. His father roared with laughter and spent the next several months retelling the story to anyone who came to the shop.21

At the age of six, Autie began attending the one-room log school in town. The school provided him with fertile ground for his mischievousness and new victims for his pranks, and he soon emerged as the leader among his classmates. “He was rather a bad boy in school,” claimed the teacher’s son, “but one thing would be said of him, he always had his lessons, yet he was not considered an unusually bright lad.” In fact, he was bright, hated homework, and seldom completed the lessons beforehand, skimming over them before the recitations. Once he learned to read well, he smuggled novels into the class and placed them inside a textbook during reading periods.22

In the spring of 1849, Emanuel and Maria sold their house and shop in town and bought an eighty-acre farm three miles from New Rumley. Emanuel still did blacksmithing work while trying to scratch an income from the hilly, thin soil of the new place. In turn, the children attended Creal School, apparently a subscription school taught by A. B. Creal. Perhaps because of the cost of the school or because of Autie’s dislike for the schoolwork, the parents apprenticed him to Joseph R. Hunter, a furniture maker in Cadiz. But the apprenticeship failed; Autie was extremely unhappy, and the Custers decided to send him to school in Monroe, Michigan.23

Marias daughter, Lydia Ann, lived in that southeastern Michigan community, having married a Monroe resident, David Reed. How Ann—as she was familiarly called—met Reed is uncertain, but the Custers had had connections to Monroe for a decade. In 1842, Emanuel had uprooted the family from New Rumley and moved to Monroe, where he rented a farm about a mile south of town. The new beginning failed miserably—their horses were stolen, and within six months the family had returned to New Rumley. A year or so later, Emanuel’s brother, George Custer, married Sidney Reed, David’s sister. This may have brought Ann and David together. They were married on December 1, 1846, in New Rumley.24

Autie must have been excited about the decision for him to live with the Reeds—he adored Ann. Since he had been an infant, Ann had assisted her mother with his care. Her marriage to Reed and departure for Michigan was surely a sad time for the seven-year-old boy. She had become a surrogate mother to him, and in time, a friend and confidante.25

Monroe was one of the oldest settlements in Michigan, located on the western shore of Lake Erie, near the mouth of River Raisin, roughly thirty-five miles south of Detroit. Originally established as a trading post by French-Canadian trappers in 1785, it was called Frenchtown once American settlers entered the territory. In 1813, a British and Indian force massacred a contingent of Kentucky riflemen along the river. After President James Monroe visited four years later, the town was renamed in his honor. Monroe boomed as Americans poured into the old Northwest Territory during the next decades, and in 1852 it had 4,800 residents. It is believed that the Reeds lived at the corner of Fifth and Monroe streets, where David Reed had a drayage business and loaned money in real estate transactions.26

Autie spent most of the next three years with the Reeds in Monroe, attending the New Dublin School and later the Stebbins Academy for Boys. Whether he was a more serious student in these schools is speculative; what is reasonably to be assumed was that his impulsive behavior and penchant for practical jokes continued. The minister of Monroe Methodist Church, which the Reeds attended, remembered Autie as the instigator of devilish plots both during the service and in Sunday school. On the surface, he appeared attentive and respectful, but underneath, the mind boiled with disruptive ideas. During prayer meetings, the boys rifled birdshot with their thumbs through the congregation. “We knew who was the promoter of such schemes,” asserted the minister, “for George was easily their leader.”27

When the Stebbins Academy closed in early 1855, Autie returned to the family farm outside of New Rumley. Monroe, however, had become his adopted home and would increasingly be so as the years passed. Back in Ohio, his education resumed at the McNeely Normal School at Hopedale. McNeely was a boarding school, with the students residing in small cottages. Autie attended it intermittently during the next eighteen months. At sixteen years of age, increasingly his attention turned toward young women, with whom, his cousin alleged, he was “quite a favorite.” A fellow student remembered him: “Custer was what he appeared. There was nothing hidden in his nature. He was kind and generous to his friends; bitter and implacable towards his enemies.”28

Autie interrupted his education at McNeely to accept a teaching position at the Beech Point School in Athens Township. He earned $28 a month and evidently used the money to pay for his own schooling. He roomed with a William Dickerson and walked to the school. A friend of the time described him as a “big-hearted, whole-souled fellow,” and with his zest for life and fun-loving disposition, he proved to be a popular teacher. “What a pretty girl he would have made,” thought one of his female students. Ironically, perhaps fittingly, he became the target of student pranks. At Christmas in 1855, the students locked him out of the schoolhouse. When the boys went outside for wood, he sneaked inside. Upon their return, a scuffle ensued, and they shoved him out the door. Finally, he sought assistance from school board members, who reopened the building. He apparently did not finish the winter term at Beech Point.29

In the spring of 1856, Autie returned to McNeely while also securing a teachers certificate. By midsummer he had finished at McNeely, and a month later he accepted a teaching position in District Number Five in Cadiz Township, near the county seat. He boarded with the Alexander Holland family. Holland was superintendent of an infirmary that consisted of three log houses. The Hollands lived in one of the houses, and there Autie came in the late summer.30

Controversy, caused in part by lack of creditable evidence, gnaws at various aspects of Custer’s life. The lack of documentation, the irretrievable silence of the past, the motives of contemporaries—friend and enemy alike—and the biases of later chroniclers conspire against the historic record. A prime example of such dispute is the events that transpired in the Holland household.

What is certain is that Autie fell passionately in love with teenaged Mary Jane, or Mollie, Holland; what is uncertain is the nature of the relationship. Was it sexually consummated? And how far did Alexander Holland go in ridding himself and Mollie of the suitor? The attraction was mutual, and undoubtedly the first such emotional experience for each of them. The couple spent as much time together as possible, and after a day in school with twenty-five students, Autie surely raced back to the Holland home.31

The love-struck young man let his feelings flow on to paper. Throughout his life he would be comfortable expressing his thoughts in writing. “To Mary,” he titled a poem:

I’ve seen and kissed that crimson lip

With honied smiles o’erflowing

Enchanted watched the opening rose

Upon thy soft cheek flowing

Dear Mary, thy eyes may prove less blue,

Thy beauty fade tomorrow,

But oh, my heart can ne’er forget

Thy parting look of sorrow.32

They talked about marriage and a future together—at least Autie did. He ended one letter to her with the words, “Farewell my only love until we meet again from your true & faithful Lover, ‘Bachelor Boy. A few days later, he wrote again, “You occupy the first place in my affections and the only place as far as love is concerned. . . . If any power which I possess or control can aid in or in any way hasten our marriage it shall be exerted for that object.”33

The couple sometimes met in or on a trundle bed. Whether or not Autie and Mollie were sexually involved remains elusive. One biographer alleges that he shared a bed with her and at least three other women before the age of twenty, but that claim seems to be only reasonable speculation. As a married man, Autie enjoyed sex, as is evident in his correspondence with his wife. At seventeen years old, healthy, virile, and impulsive by nature, he surely wanted to explore the mystery. If Mollie shared the ache and accepted the risks, their relationship was more than kisses and poetry. Regardless, when Alexander Holland learned of the trundle bed, he banished the schoolteacher from his home.34

Autie moved nearby, residing in the home of Henry Boyle. Despite her fathers wishes, Mollie continued to see Autie, meeting when they could at a neighbors house. The arrangement did not cool the youthful romance. Mollie had a daguerreotype taken of herself and gave it to Autie, who posed for one of himself, holding Mollie’s in his hand. Fortunately for her parents, a solution to the Custer problem was at hand.35

In the spring of 1856, Autie decided to try for an appointment to the United States Military Academy at West Point, New York—an aspiration he often spoke of to Mollie as they planned a future. The academy offered a number of attractions for Autie. His boyish dreams of military glory might be fulfilled—he had enjoyed reading books on generals and campaigns—the education provided there was one of the best in the country, and as he wrote to Ann Reed, a graduate of the institution might obtain a lucrative civilian position. Autie said he knew of a local man who had attended West Point and was now reportedly worth $200,000. Money would always entice him.36

The appointment, however, would be a difficult task for him. The local congressman was John A. Bingham, an antislavery, even abolitionist, Republican. His politics were anathema to Emanuel Custer, who refused to intercede on behalf of his son. It probably would not have mattered if Emanuel had tried, because the Republican Party was barely two years old and preparing for its first presidential campaign. Appointments to the academy were political patronage that rewarded new Republican supporters.37

Undaunted by the prospects, Autie wrote to Bingham on May 27, 1856. “I am desirous of going to West Point,” he began, “and I think my age and tastes would be in accordance with its requirements. But I must forbear on that point for the present. I am now in attendance at the McNeely Normal School in Hopedale, and could obtain from the principal, if necessary, testimonials of moral character. I would also say that I have the consent of my parents in the course which I have in view. Wishing to hear from you as soon as convenient.”38

Bingham replied within a week or so, stating that he had already appointed one man and had promised a second appointment to a Jefferson County resident. With the letter, he enclosed the qualifications for admission. Autie wrote back on June 11, asserting that he appeared qualified as to age and height, and added that he was “of remarkably strong constitution and vigorous frame.” He continued, “If that young man from Jeff. County of whom you spoke does not push the matter, or if you hear of any other vacancy, I should be glad to hear from you.” A month later, the congressman interviewed Autie in his Cadiz home.39

Bingham knew of the Custer family’s political affiliation, and it would have been prudent for Autie to remain aloof from the campaign of 1856. But he was Emanuel’s son, and as the father later boasted about him, “Of course he was a democrat. My boys were all democrats. I would not raise any other kind.” In August, Autie participated in a rally for Democratic presidential candidate James Buchanan at the McNeely Normal School. Six weeks later, at a Republican rally for John C. Frémont in Cadiz, he joined a group of young Democrats who marched past the gathering, dressed in turned-out coats and stovepipe hats as “border ruffians” in reference to the fighting in Kansas. The Republicans, including Bingham, were annoyed by the spectacle.40

About this time, Alexander Holland learned about the trundle bed. It would appear that Holland, a Republican and an old friend of Bingham’s, went to the congressman and requested that his daughter’s suitor be given the appointment. Holland knew that a cadet could not be married, and with Autie in New York for five years, Mollie’s and his passions should subside. It is also speculated that John Wirt, a merchant in New Rumley and a friend of Emanuel Custer’s, despite their polar views on politics, interceded with Bingham. The intervention worked—whoever’s it may have been—and in November, Bingham wrote to Secretary of War Jefferson Davis requesting the appointment and noting that the candidate was five feet nine and three-fourths inches tall and academically qualified.41

In January 1857, the secretary of war notified Bingham of the appointment, and on the twenty-ninth Autie accepted in writing and his father signed his permission. The consent of his parents came only after his mother had been persuaded. At one time, she had entertained the idea that Autie might be a minister, but she had probably abandoned that thought long ago. With her son, David Kirkpatrick, and David and Ann Reed supporting Autie, she acquiesced. A cadet needed two hundred dollars for admission, so in the spring Emanuel borrowed that amount with a lien against the farm.42

Davis had included with the notification a form letter that warned candidates of the academy’s rigorous academic standards. To Autie, it should have been a sobering message, for he had been an indifferent student at best. He possessed the intellectual ability, but did he have sufficient preparation? The academy presented a daunting challenge, but he never hesitated—hesitation seemed not to be a part of him. He saw Mollie Holland for the final time, still speaking of marriage. On a June day, in Scio, Ohio, he boarded a train for New York. The farewells to his family were difficult; they would never be otherwise, especially to his mother.43

The train clanged eastward, from out of the country’s heartland to the bustling Atlantic coast. He probably thought little of it, but the future soldier was more than Emanuel and Maria Custer’s “yellow-haired laddie.” He was from a place and a time, from a country that put shoulders to wagons, gazed at the road ahead, not behind, and honored heroes. It would be a journey from here to there.



Chapter 2


WEST POINT

• George Armstrong Custer, Cadet, Twenty-first Congressional District of Ohio, reported to the adjutant’s office in the Library at the United States Military Academy in early June 1857. Like his fellow plebes, or new cadets, he had finished his trip to West Point by steamer up the Hudson River. After days of instruction by upperclassmen, over one hundred candidates underwent the entrance examinations before a board of staff and faculty in the Academic Building. On June 20, the Class of 1862, composed of sixty-eight members, was admitted to the academy.1

For over half a century, the academy had trained officers for the Regular Army. Since its founding in 1802, the institution had measured men. Discipline, classwork, routine, and tradition proscribed a cadet’s existence. The education provided equaled or excelled that offered in most of the country’s colleges and universities. Its graduates had constructed forts, designed coastal defenses, built levees along rivers, explored and mapped vast stretches of the frontier, and fought wars.

Permanence and solidity marked the academy and its grounds. Located on a high bluff above the Hudson River where Revolutionary forts had guarded the narrows of the river, it was a place of granite, limestone, and brick. The buildings edged the center of the grounds, a forty-acre swath of grass known as the Plain.2

Within this setting, authorities regulated cadet behavior with a strict code of conduct, enumerated in a system of demerits. Called “skins” by cadets, demerits were issued for various breaches of the codes. The corps members earned demerits for carelessness in attire; for tardiness, absence, or inattention at roll calls for drill, inspections, chapel, and meals; for unkempt hair and unshaven faces; for dirty quarters and equipment; for visiting without permission or after taps; for neglect of duty; for disturbances during study hours; for throwing food in the Mess Hall; for altercations or fights with fellow cadets; and for unmilitary behavior toward academy and cadet officers. If a cadet received two hundred “skins” in a year, he could be expelled from the institution.3

“At West Point all is monotony,” grumbled a cadet a decade earlier. “What is said of one day will answer for it almost years after.” Cadets of the 1850s would have shared his sentiments. Routine still measured time. In the classroom, on the drill field, in the barracks, even in the Mess Hall, the sameness of each day blended into weeks and months. The exuberance of youth confronted an institution governed by order, discipline, and tradition.4

For plebes, introduction to academy life began with the annual summer camp held in July and August. After commencement in June, the corps moved from the barracks to the open ground south of the West Point Hotel, where old Fort Clinton had stood, and erected a camp comprising of eight rows of white tents. In each tent, cadets slept on blankets on wooden floors with a gun rack as the only piece of furniture.5

Camp instruction focused on soldierly conduct and military drill, under the direction of officers and upperclass cadets. Each day began with reveille at 5 A.M., followed by policing of grounds, drill, breakfast, drill, dinner, policing, drill, dress parade, supper, and tattoo at 9:30 P.M. Mistakes sent cadets to the guard tent. “If my hat or even my head was falling off,” claimed one of the novice soldiers, “I would have no right to raise my hand to save it.” Fortunately, dances on Saturday nights, visits by military personnel, politicians, and civilians enlivened the weeks spent in tents.6

In the middle of his first encampment, George Custer wrote to a friend: “I like West Point as well if not better than I did at first. I think it is the most romantic spot I ever saw.” He was becoming accustomed to the discipline, he added, relating how some of his fellow corpsmen sneaked off the post to visit the town of Buttermilk Falls, about a mile south of the academy. Some of them were caught and would be punished, perhaps even dismissed. “This seems hard,” he asserted, “but military law is very severe and those who overstep its boundaries must abide the consequences.”7

For Custer, the latter was a curious statement, for he had already begun to “overstep its boundaries.” “Fanny,” as his fellow cadets had nicknamed him because of his blond hair and fair complexion, had compiled ten demerits by the time he wrote the letter on August 7. Most were minor infractions—“not casting eyes to front: at parade,” late for parade, “not keeping dressed” in ranks, and “no collar visible” on uniform. Before the month had ended, however, he received another seventeen demerits for carelessness, inattention, “boyish conduct,” improper attire, unbuttoned coat, falsely stating a report, and “not carrying” his musket properly at drill. It was only a beginning for Fanny Custer.8

With his fellow plebes and the upperclassmen, Custer moved into the barracks at the end of summer camp. Finished in 1850, the Cadet Barracks was a four-story, L-shaped stone building with distinctive Gothic turrets. Eight divisions of rooms divided the interior of the building, with a company assigned to two divisions. Two or four cadets shared a room, depending on the time of year. During the cold months, only two cadets lived in the spartan quarters. Each room had a window, a fireplace with a white-painted mantel, a gun rack, a clothes press, a table, two chairs, two beds with thin mattresses on slats, a washstand, and an oil lamp. A water bucket and a “slop bucket” completed the furnishings. In warm weather, four cadets roomed together, sleeping on blankets on the floor, an experience a corpsman described later: “My bones ached in the morning as if I had been pounded all night.”9

Academy authorities assigned cadets to companies according to individual heights, an innovation begun by former superintendent Robert E. Lee. Companies A and D, the flank companies in formations, had the taller men; Companies B and C, the shorter ones. Although the institution’s staff endeavored to limit the practice, by the 1850s, cadets preferred an assignment to a company either of fellow Northerners or fellow Southerners. Height remained the official policy, but as the nation divided along sectional lines, so did the corps. Custer, in contrast, served in a predominantly Southern company.10

In fact, Custer gravitated toward Southerners—among their ranks he would find his closest friends. His roommate that fall was James Parker of Missouri, a stout, slow-moving, rugged young man, almost the physical opposite of Custer. Others in his class who soon shared in his escapades and merriment were William Dunlap and George Watts of Kentucky, John “Gimlet” Lea of Mississippi, Pierce M. B. Young of Georgia, and Lafayette “Lafe” Lane, a Southern sympathizer who was the son of the territorial delegate to Congress from Oregon. In the Class of 1861, Alabamian John Pelham and Texan Thomas Rosser were kindred spirits. In particular, the tall, powerful, dark-complexioned Rosser may have been Custer’s best friend in the corps. Among third classmen, Stephen Dodson Ramseur, a serious North Carolinian, was often in the company of the Ohioan.11

Custer’s friendships extended across sectional lines, however. Among his classmates from the North, he counted as friends Alonzo “Lon” Cushing and Patrick H. O’Rorke of New York, George A. Woodruff of Michigan, Leroy S. Elbert of Ohio, and Henry E. Noyes of Massachusetts. Others who were his acquaintances and whose future became linked with his included Judson Kilpatrick, Henry DuPont, Orville Babcock, Wesley Merritt, James H. Wilson, Alexander C. M. Pennington, and Horace Porter. In time, as new classes entered, Custer would add Tully McCrea, Morris Schaff, and Peter Michie to his group.12

There was a “joyousness” to Custer, proclaimed a cadet, that attracted others to him. Personable, fun-loving, and loyal, Custer possessed a personality that few could resist. “He was beyond a doubt,” a friend claimed, “the most popular man in his class.” “West Point has had many a character to deal with,” insisted another one, “but it may be a question whether it ever had a cadet so exuberant, one who cared so little for its serious attempts to elevate and burnish, or one on whom its tactical officers kept their eyes so constantly and unsympathetically searching as upon Custer. And yet how we all loved him.”13

In him, the cadets saw a spirit and zest for life that even the academy’s disciplinary rigor could not smother. Custer’s defiance of rules, nighttime adventures, indifference to schoolwork, and pranks resulted in laughter in barracks rooms and probably secret admiration. He remained immature, impetuous, and rebellious. Authority was meant to be tested, whether it was at a prayer meeting in the Monroe Methodist Church or at a drill on the Plain at West Point.

As he stated in his summer camp letter, however, Custer understood that breaches meant consequences. While “his boyish, but harmless frolics kept him in constant hot water,” according to a cadet, Custer could abide by the rules, not earning a single skin for several months, when his demerit total reached levels that could result in dismissal. He even had minor infractions removed by walking extra duty tours. In fact, by his own estimate, he spent sixty-six Saturdays during his academy years on such tours.14

Nevertheless, Custer accumulated demerits in numbers unequaled by any other cadet in his class. With him, “the great difficulty,” believed Tully McCrea, a roommate, “is that he is too clever for his own good. He is always connected with all the mischief that is going on and never studies any more than he can possibly help.” To Peter Michie, Custer “was always in trouble with authorities.” Whenever he saw an officer and suspected that he was the subject of the officers search, he darted away “to delay the well-known formula: ‘Sir, you are hereby placed in arrest and confined to quarters, by direction of the superintendent.’ ” “He had more fun,” argued Michie, “gave his friends more anxiety, walked more tours of extra duty, and came nearer to being dismissed more often than any other cadet I have ever known.”15

The nature of some of his demerits and the daring of some of his pranks elicited howls of laughter as they were recounted in barracks rooms and became a part of academy lore. Frequently, he wore a tan-colored wig to conceal his long hair, but on one occasion, after receiving demerits for its length, he had the post barber shave his head. For weeks afterward, either at inspections or whenever seen on the grounds, cadets shouted, “Hair out of uniform.” During a summer camp, he and Henry Noyes were caught hazing a plebe. When the officer approached, both of them ran, covering their heads with their uniform capes. The ruse failed as the officer shouted, “It’s no use for you to try to escape. The knock knees of one and the bow legs of the other belong only to two, Noyes and Custer.” The friends were punished together.16

Moreover, his pranks possessed variety and a richness of imagination. He tied tin pans to the tail of a dog that belonged to a professor’s family. He painted an ankle with iodine and feigned a limp to be excused from drills. He killed, cooked, and ate Lieutenant Henry Douglas’s rooster. Often at night, he and George Watts or another culprit sneaked into plebes’ rooms and yanked the sleeping underclassmen out of their beds and then fled. Finally, during his third year, one day in Spanish class he asked the instructor, Professor Patrice de Janon, to translate “Class dismissed” into Spanish. When de Janon responded as requested, Custer stood up and led the members out of the room.17

The pattern of Custer’s disciplinary and academic record at the academy began during his initial term in September 1857. When the corps returned to the barracks from summer camp, the academic year commenced. Since 1854, at the instigation of Secretary of War Jefferson Davis, the course of study had been extended from four to five years. When the decision was announced, the corps nearly mutinied. It remained unsettled into 1859, but when the candidates reported in June 1857, they expected to spend five years at the institution.18

The addition of a year allowed for the expansion of the curriculum, with emphasis on military courses. The curriculum stressed both the education of the man and of the soldier. The classes were rigorous. Underclassmen studied mathematics, English, French, Spanish, drawing, electrics, mineralogy, geology, chemistry, natural and experimental philosophy, geography, history, ethics, and grammar. Military subjects included infantry, artillery, and cavalry tactics, ordnance, gunnery, military and civil engineering, fortification, military science and art, equitation, veterinary science and art, military police, discipline and administration, and the use of a sword. Semiannual examinations in January and June determined whether a cadet passed or failed a course and his class rank. The academic requirements challenged the best of the corpsmen and could overwhelm the mediocre, ill-prepared, or ill-disciplined members.19

Custer settled in comfortably into the latter group. He once informed Peter Michie that there were only two positions in a class, “head and foot,” and since he was disinclined to strive for the “head,” he aspired for the “foot.” “It was all right with him,” recalled a roommate, “whether he knew his lesson or not: he did not allow it to trouble him.” In the words of another cadet, “Custers course at West Point may be described in the remark that he merely scraped through. . . . He was anything but a good student.”20

During the 1857–1858 academic year, Custer studied mathematics, which embraced algebra, geometry, and trigonometry, and English, including grammar. After his January 1858 examinations, and with his demerit record, he ranked fifty-eighth in the class of sixty-eight. At years end in June, he stood fifty-second in mathematics, and fifty-seventh in English. The class, however, now stood at sixty-two, as six members were deficient and were either dismissed or resigned.21

His overall class rank reflected, in part, his mounting delinquency record. From September through December 1857, Custer received a total of ninety demerits. Most of the infractions were minor and typical—visiting after hours, inattention, tardiness, dirty oil can, throwing snowballs. On November 28, he and two others were caught playing cards, and given twelve extra tours of Saturday guard duty. In one day, December 19, he received fifteen demerits for five separate incidents.22 Custer added eighty-two more skins during the second term. The most serious infraction occurred on February 13, 1858, when he and four cadets were charged with “allowing gross violations of military propriety in their sections” for failure to keep their section at attention during a formation. Each man received four demerits and all were stripped of their positions as squad marchers. In the special orders citing the incident and punishment, Superintendent Richard Delafield, a tough career officer, admonished them that “being faithless to a military trust confided to him is the greatest reproach to the soldier.” By June 1858, his total of 151 was the highest in his class.23

Despite his dismal first-year record, Custer wrote to Ann and David Reed on June 30, that “I would not leave this place for any amount of money because I would rather have a good education and no money, than to have a fortune and be ignorant.” He described the months examination period as lasting “unremittingly” and thought that his efforts during it did “honor not only to myself but to my instructors also.”24

His efforts in the classroom did not represent his intellectual abilities and literary interests, however. In the spring, he checked out his first book from the West Point Library, Swallow Barn, a novel about Southerners by Pendleton Kennedy. The book’s magnolia interpretation of plantation life and its hero, Ned Hazard, a dashing, romantic figure, appealed to Custer and probably influenced his view of American slaves and their masters. He then read James Fenimore Cooper’s Leatherstocking Tales of the frontier and American Indians. For his ethics instructor, he wrote an essay on “The Red Man,” a composition reflective of Cooper’s “noble savage.” It was his initial effort, but not his last. In time, he became a skillful and rather prolific writer. As one of his biographers has noted, he possessed “that burning need to write, to set down for posterity his own experiences.” West Point seeped into the characters and souls of men in unexpected ways.25

Custer and his classmates’ second academic year commenced in September 1858, at the conclusion of the summer encampment. Custer’s course work consisted of English, French, mathematics, drawing, and equitation. Except for drawing, in which he ranked twenty-third, and horsemanship, in which he excelled, he stood near the bottom of his class in the other subjects. Although he had new victims for his mischief with the arrival of the plebes, he had no serious breaches of conduct throughout the year. Nevertheless, he compiled an even more dismal delinquency record with 192 demerits, only 8 short of the 200 that could result in dismissal. At years end, he ranked overall fifty-sixth in a class now comprising sixty members.26

With the conclusion of examinations in June, the members of the Class of 1862 departed for their first furlough since they had entered the academy two years earlier. It had been eagerly anticipated for weeks, probably for months, by the third-classmen. For Custer, it could mean a reunion with Mollie Holland, who had been in his thoughts for a long time. During the year, he and she had exchanged letters, the contents of which intrigue as to the nature of their relationship.27

On November 13, 1858, Custer wrote to Mollie, recounting activities at West Point and discussing his visit to Ohio in the summer. Although he knew from her that her parents still objected to their relationship, he warned that he was “as full of mischief as ever.” Then, evidently replying to a letter from Mollie, he added, “By the way I will see if we are not well enough acquainted to have a ‘sleep’ when I come home. Please say yes to it in your next and you may impose any condition upon me.”28

Mollie answered Custer’s letter with two of her own, “two sweet and encouraging letters,” as he described them. From his response, dated New Year’s Day, Mollie apparently mentioned the “sleep,” and supplied him with gossip about other young persons.29

Custer’s letter of January 1 was lengthy and frank. There were couples back home, he said, who had allegedly been in bed together. “Tell me whether I can come and see you or not when I come home,” he asked. “At your house what room do you have as your own, and tell what plan you can make up so that we can have that great ‘sleep’ now do not put me off by saying that you cannot think of any but tell me some one and another thing.” This time he made no mention of any conditions about their “sleep” together as he had in the previous letter.30

Whether Custer and Mollie Holland had the “great ‘sleep’ ” together when he returned to Ohio during the summer eludes historical inquiry. Undoubtedly, he visited her town, dashing in his cadet uniform. If he saw her, it was probably the last time. He never forgot Mollie, regarded her affectionately, and during the Civil War sent her a photograph of himself as a brigadier general and a silver star taken from the uniform of a captured Confederate general. Mollie Holland had been his first love, a memory that always lingered softly.31

Custer spent much of his two-month furlough at his family home in New Rumley and at the Reed home in Monroe. His parents, three brothers, and sister certainly celebrated his homecoming. Autie was special, and deeply missed. Emanuel had much more to brag about, and Maria to fret about. When the time came for his departure, at least Autie and his mother cried—it would always be that way. He reported for duty at West Point by 2 P.M., August 28, 1859, as specified by orders.32

On Monday, August 29, Custer was admitted to the Post Hospital at West Point. A three-story stone building, with two-story wings, the hospital was located behind the barracks near the South Gate. Commissioned Regular Army officers served as surgeons, and to one of them Custer reported that day. The surgeon diagnosed his illness as gonorrhea, an infectious disease caused by the gonococcus bacterium. With an incubation period of seven to ten days, gonorrhea causes a painful urethral discharge in men. Custer contracted the disease while on furlough, either from an infected female acquaintance or, more likely, from a prostitute, probably in New York City. It was a common malady among cadets who had been on furlough.33

During the era, treatment consisted of various metallic solutions—chlorate of potash, sulfate of zinc, nitrate of silver, sugar of lead, or mercury—injected urethrally. Any such treatment, however, was palliative only; the disease and its painful effects would have to run their course. For some victims, there would be little or no lasting harm. But since the treatment did not destroy the bacterium, which lodged in the prostate gland, seminal vesicles, and vas deferens, a victim could be rendered sterile by scarring and fibrousness of the urethral tract and of the sperm passageway. If the fibrousness was severe and persistent, a surgeon inserted a metal rod and scraped the tract.34

In Custer’s case, the severity of the disease and the duration of the symptoms cannot be determined. He never wrote about it, and if his cadet friends knew of it, they maintained a subsequent silence. In two letters he wrote that fall, however, he noted that he had been ill for some time and that “I was detained in the hospital during the beginning of the present term.” In time, like others so afflicted, he would be free of the disease. If the illness persisted, as he seemed to indicate in the letters, the possibility increased significantly that the infection caused sterility.35

The illness affected his classwork, or as he stated in a letter, put him “behind in studies.” With the increase in his course load, Custer struggled throughout the academic year. He studied French, Spanish, drawing, swordsmanship, infantry drill, natural philosophy, astronomy, optics, and acoustics. At the conclusion of examinations in June 1860, Custer ranked again near the bottom of his class, which now consisted of fifty-seven members. In general merit, which included a cadet’s disciplinary record, he was last in the class.36

His demerits totaled 191 for the year, one less than during the previous twelve months. The 1859—1860 record, however, contained a three-month period in which Custer received no demerits. He had compiled skins at a faster pace than in the past, with his final ones earned on March 19, 1860. Confronted with the reality of dismissal if he did not alter his behavior, Custer obeyed the rules, finishing the academic year without another demerit. In July, authorities rewarded him and others for their conduct by allowing them off the post for one day.37

The 1860–1861 academic year at West Point began as usual after summer encampment. On September 8, Major John F. Reynolds replaced Lieutenant Colonel William H. Hardee as commandant of cadets. It was a welcome change, as Hardee was “disliked by all the cadets.” A month later, the entire corps passed in review for Albert Edward, Prince of Wales, and an estimated 6,000 spectators. The British royal visitor, wrote Tully McCrea, “is a grand humbug in the shape of a well dressed Dutch boy with monstrous big feet.” McCrea’s unflattering opinion of the prince may have been influenced by the fact that he and his comrades waited three hours in ranks with muskets for the prince to arrive. But the corps marched with precision for the crowd which afterward termed it the “best review that they ever saw,” in McCrea’s words.38

The uniform stride of the corpsmen on the Plain could not mask the discordant voices in the barracks. Few, if any, cadets avoided discussion of the forthcoming presidential election. Politicians in the slaveholding states had warned of the consequences if the outcome favored Republican Abraham Lincoln, and their predictions of secession meant difficult choices for the cadets from that region. As the election neared, a group of Southern cadets hanged a figure of Lincoln in effigy in front of the barracks. They removed it before daylight, so few others knew of the act. But in early November, Lincoln and the Republicans won an electoral victory.39

A few days after the news reached West Point, Custer wrote to his sister, Ann Reed. “The election has passed,” he began. “I fear that there will be much trouble.” All the Southern cadets, he informed her, had decided to resign from the academy when their states seceded. Two of them had submitted resignations already. “You cannot imagine how sorry I will be to see this happen,” he continued, “as the majority of my best friends and all my roommates except one have been from the South.” Duties at the academy might be suspended, he thought, but he knew that if war resulted the country “would be impoverished.” “I sincerely hope we may be spared this Sorrow.”40

As Custer noted, a handful of Southerners departed before their states withdrew from the Union. South Carolina initiated the secession movement on December 20, 1860, followed during the next several weeks by Georgia, Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas. The decisions of these states accelerated the resignations of cadets. By year’s end, Custer’s friend John “Gimlet” Lea of Mississippi was gone. One Saturday morning while walking an extra duty tour, Custer saw two classmates, John Kelly and Charles Ball, being carried on the shoulders of friends toward South Gate. They were leaving, and Custer stopped and saluted them with his musket at present arms.41

Most of the Southerners hesitated, however. They were torn by conflicting allegiances and personal interest. For members of the Class of 1861, in particular, a resignation meant that over four years of rules, discipline, classwork, and all the other sacrifices demanded by the academy would be lost. If war could be avoided until after commencement, they could then leave as graduates. They wrote home for advice, conversed with friends, and waited. At least in January, midyear examinations consumed their time.42

The previous months of excitement and discord had evidently affected study habits, as the examination board declared thirty-three cadets academically deficient, including Custer. Most of them were allowed to take a reexamination, but they still panicked. The ones who failed French tried to bribe the instructor’s servant for a copy of the test. When that ploy failed, they sneaked into his office, pried open a locked desk, took the exam back to the barracks, copied it, and returned it to the desk. Custer, meanwhile, “in a desperate fix,” according to Tully McCrea, entered an instructor’s room at the hotel and began copying the test until he heard someone approaching. He ripped the page from the book and fled. But the professor discovered it and prepared a different one.43

“He has narrowly escaped several times before,” McCrea grumbled about Custer, “but unluckily he did not take warning, and now it is too late, and he will always have cause to repent of his folly.” But for reasons neither Custer nor McCrea understood, the former was reinstated, the only one in the class. He was declared “not proficient” only in ethics, while passing infantry and cavalry tactics, chemistry, and drawing.44

February brought the formation of the Confederate States of America, with Jefferson Davis as president, in Montgomery, Alabama. At West Point, Superintendent P. G. T. Beauregard, a Louisianan, was relieved, after holding the post for barely a fortnight. Additional Southerners started for home to volunteer for military service in the rapidly organizing units. On February 22, in honor of George Washington’s birthday, authorities declared a holiday. At one point during the day, the academy band played songs. When it struck “The Star-Spangled Banner,” Northern cadets, listening from barracks windows, cheered, while “Dixie” elicited a similar response from Southerners. It became a contest between the two groups. At one window stood Custer; at another, Rosser. It would be a long time until these best of friends stood shoulder-to-shoulder again, listening to music, as comrades.45

With Lincoln’s inauguration on March 4, the national crisis quickened. If there was to be war, it appeared that it could ignite at either of two forts in South Carolina and Florida, where Confederate officials demanded their abandonment by the federal government.

In an April 10 letter to Ann Reed, Custer described “the excitement” at West Point as “so great.” Everyone spoke of war, and “I have scarcely thought of anything else.” The post’s enlisted personnel were leaving for duty with the army. “When war is once begun between the north & south,” he asserted, “it will be beyond the power of human foresight to predict when and where it will terminate or what will be the consequences.” The professors told the corps that they should be prepared to leave, without graduating, to drill the recruits that would pour into the army in the event of war.46

Two days after Custer wrote the letter, Southern artillerymen opened fire on Fort Sumter in the harbor of Charleston, South Carolina, the cannon’s roar echoing across the nation. The fort’s commander surrendered on the fourteenth, and Lincoln reacted with a call for volunteers to save the Union. Within a week, thirty-seven Southern cadets, including Tom Rosser and John Pelham, chose allegiance to their states and boarded a steamer for home. West Point’s academic staff recommended that the remaining members of the Class of 1861 be graduated at once, and that the course work of the Class of 1862 be accelerated so its members could graduate in May.47

The recent events moved Custer to write to his sister again on April 26. Earlier she had corresponded with him, hoping that he would be spared from the conflict, “but in times like the present,” he responded, “we should discard all private and personal desires and consider nothing but the prosperity and welfare of our country.” All citizens must “reflect upon the obligations we are under to the government.” Because of the education he had received at the academy, if he refused to volunteer, he would be guilty of “the basest ingratitude.” In fact, he had already offered his services to the governor of Ohio, he informed his sister. If the secretary of war allowed a transfer from regular to volunteer service, he preferred to be in a unit from his native state. Duty with volunteers, he added, would also mean a higher rank for himself.48

On May 6, an order from the War Department was read to the corps at West Point, directing the forty-five members of the Class of 1861 to report to the adjutant general’s office in Washington, D.C., for duty with the army. The instructions also designated the Class of 1862 as the First Class and appointed its commissioned and noncommissioned officers. That same day, the class members began an intense abbreviated course of instruction that would substitute for their fifth year. By month’s end, Custer noted that “the class are beginning to look thin and pale,” from the lack of sleep and amount of study. “We are all so anxious to be prepared fully for the duties of our calling,” he explained. Then: “If it is my lot to fall in the defence of my countrys rights, I will lay down my life as freely as if I had a thousand lives at my disposal.”49

The second Class of 1861 was graduated on June 24. Custer’s Irish friend, Patrick H. O’Rorke, ranked first in the class of thirty-four members, while Custer stood last. As the Ohioan joked later, “only thirty-four graduated, and of these thirty-three graduated above me.” He had compiled another 192 demerits during the year, for a four-year total of 726, the most in the class. His best subject his final year was artillery tactics; his worst, cavalry tactics.50

The graduates filtered away from West Point to various assignments as orders were received. Custer’s orders had not arrived by June 29, when he was appointed officer of the day for the summer encampment. During the evening, Cadet William Ludlow and two others taunted Cadet Peter M. Ryerson, a plebe. After Ryerson threatened them with a bayonet, the three upperclassmen walked away. Ryerson then reported the incident to Custer at the guard tent, and while there, Ludlow appeared and called Ryerson a coward. Ludlow was “a damned fool,” Ryerson shot back, and Ludlow punched him in the face. The two antagonists grabbed each other, stumbling into the tent ropes. As other cadets gathered to witness the fracas, Custer exclaimed, “Stand back boys, let’s have a fair fight,” or words to that effect. Finally, several of the onlookers separated the pair. When two academy officers approached, the crowd dispersed. The next morning, Custer reported to Commandant Reynolds and was placed in arrest.51

The court-martial convened on July 5, with nine officers comprising the board. First Lieutenant Stephen Benét served as judge advocate. The charges, each with a specification, were neglect of duty and “conduct to the prejudice of good order and military discipline.” In the specifications, Custer failed to “suppress a quarrel between two cadets,” and “did give countenance to a quarrel.” Cadets Ludlow and Ryerson testified that it was not a serious matter, only a “scuffle.” First Lieutenant William B. Hazen, an assistant instructor of tactics and one of the two officers who ended the affair, acted as a character reference for the defendant.52

In his defense, Custer submitted a four-page statement to the court on the sixth. He argued that he had regarded the fight as a “trifling” matter. Continuing, he asked for the court’s understanding. “I plodded my way for four long years,” he averred, and now all he wanted to do was join his classmates in the conflict. The court considered his statement, and then found him guilty on both charges. Benét released the sentence, to be “reprimanded in orders,” on July 15, adding that “the court was lenient in the sentence, owing to the peculiar situation of Cadet Custer represented in his defense, and in consideration of his general good conduct as testified to by Lieutenant Hazen, his immediate commander.”53

In Washington, meanwhile, Congressman John A. Bingham, who had appointed Custer to the academy, interceded on his behalf at the War Department. Custer or someone else at West Point probably apprised him of the incident. Bingham’s efforts resulted in orders for Custer to report for duty at the capital. On July 18, the last member of the class boarded a steamer for New York City. He surely looked back as the boat churned into the current, for West Point would always be a special place for him—as his wife related afterward, “its traditions were dear to him.”54

In New York City, he purchased a lieutenant’s uniform, a sword, a pistol, and spurs at Horstmann’s, and posed for a photograph for his sister. He then boarded a train for Washington, and for an obligation demanded of all a divided nation’s citizenry.55



Chapter 3


A BEGINNING

• Brevet Lieutenant General Winfield Scott was older than the capital itself. A teenager when President John Adams moved into the new Executive Mansion, he had received his appointment to the army from Adams’s successor, Thomas Jefferson, in 1808. Since then, the army had been his life, and in it, he had fashioned one of the most distinguished careers in American military history. In 1847, his army had captured Mexico City in a brilliant campaign, ending the conflict with Mexico. When the Civil War began, Scott was the country’s most respected soldier, a legend.

At seventy-five years of age, however, his once magnificent six-foot five-inch frame was now little more than a tired hulk, ravaged by time and obesity. Proud and vain, “Old Fuss and Feathers,” as his men had dubbed him, could neither work long hours nor sit on a horse. Field command was physically impossible, but from his office at the War Department, he could use his ample abilities and experience as Abraham Lincoln’s chief military advisor. He had no illusions or romantic notions about the forthcoming nightmare, predicting that it would require four years and incalculable manpower to subdue the rebellious states. His words, however, went unheeded.1

Since Fort Sumter, the two sections had raced toward a bloodletting, convinced that one battle would settle the issue. Scott and other professionals knew better. The thousands of recruits flooding into regiments required training and time, a seasoning, to make of them an army. But in a democracy, soldiers’ voices could be silenced by the clamor of politicians and citizens. Northerners demanded an advance on Richmond, Virginia, the relocated Confederate capital, a scant hundred miles south of Washington. A Union army went forth into the Old Dominion in mid-July. By Saturday, the twentieth, twenty-five miles southwest of Washington, Northerner and Southerner confronted each other across a creek called Bull Run.

That Saturday afternoon, Second Lieutenant George A. Custer reported to the adjutant generals office at the War Department. Custer had arrived early in the morning in Washington, D.C., visited briefly at a hotel with his former roommate, James Parker, and then went to the military headquarters. He wrote later that the building boiled with activity as everyone waited for news of fighting at the front. In the adjutant general’s office, he learned that he had been assigned to Company G, Second United States Cavalry, Major Innes Palmer commanding. The regiment, he was told, was with Brigadier General Irvin McDowell’s army at Centreville, Virginia, just east of Bull Run.2

The adjutant general then ushered Custer into the office of General Scott. The old warrior, whom Custer had seen only from a distance at West Point during a visit, was surrounded by officers and members of Congress, all of whom were studying maps. The interview was brief, with Scott asking the second lieutenant what he preferred. Custer, as he recalled, “stammered” that he wanted to join his company at once. Scott issued the order, but cautioned him that he might not find a horse in the city. If he succeeded in locating a mount, Scott added, he should report back at 7 P.M. for dispatches the general wanted delivered to McDowell.3

Custer spent the next few hours searching stables for a horse, but discovered none. With little hope left, he stumbled upon an enlisted man he had known at West Point. The soldier explained that he had been sent into the city by Captain Charles Griffin to secure a spare horse that Griffin’s battery had left behind when it advanced with the army. The man offered Custer the use of the animal—ironically, it was a mount named Wellington that the former cadet had ridden at the academy. About nightfall, with the dispatches, Custer and his companion crossed the Potomac River on the Long Bridge. The pair rode most of the night, arriving at Centreville about 3 A.M. Custer delivered the correspondence at army headquarters, ate breakfast, and learned that the army would attack that morning. No one knew with certainty his regiment’s location, but Custer rode forward, weaving through the columns of infantry and artillery batteries that would implement McDowell’s offensive.4

Custer overtook the Second United States Cavalry near the army’s van, was introduced to its commander and various officers, and then joined his company. It had been less than four days since he had departed from West Point; he had had little or no sleep during the past forty-eight hours, and now found himself among strangers, uncertain as to where he was or where he was going. George Custer was in the army.5
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That Sunday’s battle at Bull Run, or Manassas, marked both a beginning and an end. McDowell’s offensive scheme proved to be beyond the capability of his ill-trained, ill-disciplined soldiers. The volunteers in both armies fought with a spirit and valor that portended the terribleness of future engagements. But attacks required coordination of units, tactics the Federals could not attain. When Confederate reinforcements arrived on the field, the defenders counterattacked, routing the Northerners. Delusions of a quick resolution died on the field amid a carnage of 5,000 casualties.

The Second United States Cavalry supported artillery batteries throughout much of the combat. Southern artillerymen dueled with their counterparts, sometimes overshooting the targets and hitting the Union cavalrymen. “I remember well,” Custer wrote in his memoirs, “the strange hissing and exceedingly vicious sound of the first cannon shot I heard as it whirled through the air.” He had heard cannon fire before at the academy, “but a man listens with changed interest when the direction of the balls is toward instead of away from him.”6

When the Union army splintered apart, some of the mounted units acted as a rear guard. Custer’s company was one of the last bodies of organized troops to abandon the field. “Though famished, exhausted, spent,” recalled a trooper in the regiment, “Custer never let up, never slackened control.” He rode in the rear of the company as it retreated throughout the night. Arriving in Alexandria, the horsemen halted in a rain. Custer dismounted, crawled under a tree, and slept. When he awoke hours later, he could barely walk because of stiffness and soreness. Despite the defeat, he had admired how the volunteer soldiers had fought.7

The Bull Run debacle resulted in the dismissal of McDowell by the Lincoln administration and the appointment of thirty-four-year-old Major General George B. McClellan to command of the Army of the Potomac. A West Pointer, second in the Class of 1846, McClellan had had a distinguished antebellum career, with service on Scott’s staff in the Mexican War, as an academy instructor, as an engineering officer, as an observer during the Crimean War in Europe, and as the inventor of the “McClellan saddle,” which became standard equipment for officers and mounted units. In 1857, he resigned his commission to enter the railroad industry. When Fort Sumter fell, Governor William Dennison of Ohio appointed him major general of state volunteers. A month later, Lincoln commissioned him a major general in the Regular Army, assigning him to command of troops in a department that embraced Kentucky and western Virginia.8

In June and July, McClellan’s troops won minor victories in the mountains of western Virginia, protecting the vital Baltimore & Ohio Railroad and fostering the allegiance of the citizens that eventually led to the creation of West Virginia. With the North clamoring for success after Bull Run, Lincoln summoned McClellan to Washington. The general possessed ability in the administrative and organizational aspects of an army and began at once to restore morale and reforge the Union command.9

Each element of the army underwent reorganization. On August 3, Congress enacted a law that reorganized all mounted Regular Army units into a uniform command designated as “Cavalry.” The antebellum dragoon, mounted rifle, and cavalry regiments were either renamed or renumbered. The Second United States Cavalry, Custer’s regiment, became the Fifth and was attached to the brigade of Brigadier General Philip Kearny.10

Like McClellan, Kearny had joined the army after Bull Run, and when he assumed command of New Jersey regiments, he needed staff officers. As the junior lieutenant in the Fifth United States Cavalry, Custer was assigned to the general’s staff. Custer served with Kearny, who had lost his left arm in the Mexican War, for several weeks, rising from aide-de-camp to assistant adjutant general. In his memoirs, Custer described Kearny as “a very peculiar, withal a very gallant leader,” and as “the strictest disciplinarian” of all the generals he knew in the war. Custer’s duty on the staff ended when an order was issued forbidding Regular Army officers from serving under volunteer officers.11

On October 3, Custer was granted a leave of absence because of illness until December 2. Although the nature or seriousness of his affliction is unknown, the leave was extended until February 1862. When he returned to the army, he wrote to Tully McCrea, stating that he had been so sick at one time that he was not expected to live. If he passed through such a crisis, he apparently fully recovered.12

As he had during his academy furlough in 1859, Custer divided his time during the leave between his parents’ home and David and Ann Reed’s in Monroe, Michigan. In the spring of 1861, Emanuel and Maria Custer had left New Rumley and purchased an eighty-acre farm in Wood County in northwestern Ohio. Nineteen-year-old Nevin and thirteen-year-old Boston helped their father, while sixteen-year-old Tom, whose hero was his older brother Autie, had enlisted as a private in the Twenty-first Ohio a month before Autie returned home. Tom was tempered in the same forge as his soldier-brother.13

Monroe, however, attracted Custer more than his family’s farm in rural Ohio. For a young man in an officer’s uniform, the community’s inducements were evident. Here were old friends and eligible young women, and he embraced the social life during the winter weeks. On one occasion, however, he and a male companion were publicly drunk, stumbling along a street together. When he reached the Reed home, Ann—“my darling sister,” as he called her—was embarrassed and angered by the spectacle and secured a promise from him that he would never drink alcoholic beverages again. He never did.14

By the first week of February 1862, Custer had rejoined the army. Since his departure four months earlier, no major engagement had occurred along the Virginia front. While the Confederates were encamped around Centreville, with outposts and detachments pushed toward Washington, the Federals remained behind their works outside of the capital. Recruits swelled the army’s ranks, and when weather permitted, the fields bristled with regiments on drill. President Lincoln had prodded for a movement, an advance that might silence the criticism of the administration. McClellan, however, deflected such advice or interference. A man of obsessive caution, he accepted as accurate inflated estimates of Rebel strength. The army required time and training—Scott had said as much before Bull Run—before it met the enemy again. The lumbering beast that he commanded would not move until McClellan, not civilians, gave the order.15

While McClellan may have refused to unsheathe the weapon, he had recast an amalgam of regiments, brigades, and batteries into an army. He labored long hours with the details of organization, supply, drill, and morale. His skill as a commander became evident throughout the command. With the cavalry, however, McClellan limited its role. Although the mounted arm had problems with arms and equipment and with untrained recruits, McClellan further crippled its effectiveness by his interpretation of its function. To him, cavalry acted as outpost guards, as mounted sentries to prevent surprise enemy attacks. When it performed scouting duty, it did so in small numbers and within limited areas.

More important, McClellan failed to organize the cavalry into an independent arm. While his counterpart at Centreville, Confederate General Joseph E. Johnston, was forming a cavalry brigade that could operate on its own under the brilliant James Ewell Brown “Jeb” Stuart, McClellan was attaching individual mounted regiments to infantry units. His cavalry commander, Brigadier General George Stoneman, acted only as an administrator, not as a tactical commander. The result was that, in the words of a Pennsylvania trooper, “the cavalry were for the most part scattered about and used as escorts, strikers, dog-robbers and orderlies for all the generals and their numerous staff officers from the highest in rank down to the second lieutenants.” In time, Jeb Stuart would demonstrate the capabilities of a unified mounted force.16

For cavalry officers like Custer, routine duty marked the days during February. He secured a pass to visit the capital, and enjoyed a day of serenading friends and young women with a former academy classmate, Leroy Elbert. “Everywhere,” he informed Ann Reed, “we were offered fashionable wine and liquors, but nowhere did I touch a drop.” They spent some time with Elbert’s “sweetheart,” prodding Custer to joke to his sister that “I am not blessed with such a treasure (?).”17

On March 9, 1862, the Confederates abandoned their lines around Centreville, marching south toward central Virginia and behind the Rappahannock and Rapidan rivers. Johnston had anticipated for weeks some movement by McClellan, believing that if the Federals undertook an offensive, his position was indefensible. Without informing President Jefferson Davis, and destroying a hugh stockpile of foodstuffs, Johnston directed his army out of its winter encampment.18

When Union scouts reported the empty works, McClellan ordered the cavalry to trail the retreating enemy and to probe for information. The mounted units began the pursuit immediately, including the Fifth United States. About twenty miles south of Manassas Junction, the Yankees collided with Johnston’s rear guard. Stoneman, who was directing the Federal horsemen, instructed Lieutenant Colonel William Grier of the Fifth to select an officer and a detachment to drive in the enemy pickets. Custer volunteered for the assignment, and Grier gave him fifty men, with another company as support.19

When Custer saw the enemy videttes, he ordered a charge at a gallop, riding at the column’s head. The Rebels fired a few shots and fled southward across a bridge over a small stream. The Yankees pursued until they encountered an enemy force of about 300. They opened with carbines—“the bullets rattled like hail several whizzed close to my head,” Custer asserted to his parents. Before Custer could retire, three of his men were wounded and a horse was killed. In camp, he reported directly to Stoneman and then was interviewed by three newspapermen. In his letter to his parents that described the action, he told them he was well, weighed 176 pounds, had not changed clothing in a week, and had secured a black foxhound as a companion in the deserted Rebel camps. For the first time, he had led cavalry in an attack.20

In this March 17 letter, Custer also reported that because of the Confederate withdrawal the Union army expected to move southward on transports down the Potomac River. With McClellan in command, he assured his parents, victory would result. “I have more confidence in him than any man living,” Custer stated. “I am willing to forsake everything and follow him to the ends of the earth and would lay down my life for him if necessary. He is here now, I wish you could see him, every one officer & private worship him, & would fight any one who would say anything against him.”21

On that same day, the Federal units began filing onto transports in the river. An exasperated President Lincoln had finally succeeded in getting McClellan to act. While he and the general differed on details of the operation, Lincoln approved McClellan’s plan to advance on Richmond from the east, up the Virginia Peninsula between the York and James rivers. “I had hoped, let me say,” the general argued later, “by rapid movements to drive before me or capture the enemy on the Peninsula, open the James River, and press on to Richmond before he should be materially re-enforced from other portions of his territory.” At the Peninsula’s tip lay Fortress Monroe and toward there McClellan’s vast host came by water.22

Almost 400 vessels—steamers, barges, schooners—hauled over 120,000 men, 15,000 horses, 44 batteries, and 1,150 wagons from Washington to the Peninsula in twenty days. Custer described it as “the greatest expedition ever fitted out” as he prepared to board the Adele Felicia on March 26. The river brimmed with ships, he noted, and all of the officers and troops were confident of victory because they were “going south under the greatest and best of men, Genl. McClellan.” He repeated that he would sacrifice his life for the “just cause” in which they were engaged. By month’s end, Custer and his regiment had disembarked at Fortress Monroe.23

While authorities in Richmond had learned of the massive operation soon after it began, Johnston’s army was still positioned behind the Rappahannock River, approximately fifty miles north of the Confederate capital. On the Peninsula, roughly 12,000 troops under Major General John B. Magruder held Yorktown, twenty miles up the York River from Fortress Monroe. If Davis and Johnston expected Magruder to delay the Yankees, the general needed reinforcements. Fortunately for the Southerners, McClellan preferred maneuver to battle, and when he studied Magruder’s works behind the Warwick River, he began siege operations, planning to plummet the defenses with heavy cannon. That would take time—the commodity that the Confederates needed to transfer Johnston’s units to the Peninsula.24

Twice during the siege Custer came under fire on reconnaissance missions. In one of them, he and another officer crawled up a hill to locate a Rebel battery. In the other, he accompanied infantry and encountered enemy sharpshooters. For one hour, the skirmish flared; “everyone got behind a tree and blazed away as hard as he could,” wrote Custer. “I got awful tired of my hiding-place” until reinforcements scattered the Confederates. The next day they buried the dead in blankets. “It seemed hard,” he related, “but it could not be helped. Some were quite young and boyish, and, looking at their faces, I could not but think of my own younger brother.”25

His accounts of combat brought responses from the family. His father wrote, describing his mother’s concern: “she troubles hir self so much about you and Thomas and she doant like to here of you being so venturesom. she thinks that there is no caul for you to throw your self in so much danger.” Ann Reed also cautioned him: “My dear Brother I want you to be very careful of yourself. Don’t expose yourself you know how much your parents depend on you and how much we all love you.”26

Before he received the letters, Custer assured his sister that he was in “excellent health” and “in as good spirits as it is possible.” “It is said,” he continued, “that there is no real or perfect happiness during this life, this may be true but I often think that I am perfectly happy.” His optimism he attributed to his “disposition.”27

Not long afterward, Custer reported for staff duty. The circumstances of the transfer are unclear, but the evidence suggests that he was appointed an assistant engineer on the staff of Brigadier General Andrew A. Humphreys, the army’s chief of topographical engineers. Although he served under Humphreys’s orders, Custer was detached to the staff of Brigadier General William F. Smith, commander of the Second Division, Fourth Corps. His prior service with Philip Kearny the previous autumn had not prepared him for the onerous tasks a staff officer may perform during a campaign in the field.28

Custer’s initial mission for “Baldy” Smith, as the general was known in the army, was unexpected and beyond his previous experience. Accompanying the army was a balloon corps, under the direction of “Professor” Thaddeus S. C. Lowe, who had developed a portable hydrogen generator for the gas required for the balloons. McClellan had utilized them from the campaign’s outset whenever the weather permitted. Confederate artillerists enjoyed firing shots at the potlike targets above the trees, although they never hit one of them. On April 11, Brigadier General Fitz-John Porter, commander of the Fifth Corps, ascended in a balloon that broke from its moorings, floating toward Confederate lines until a wind shift shoved it back to safety.29

As Custer recounted his first trip up in a balloon, he sat in the bottom of the basket, gripping both sides as it climbed into the air. One of Lowe’s assistants worked the balloon as the lieutenant surveyed the Confederate works. “I had the finest view I ever had in my life & could see both armies at once,” he declared in a letter. Smith sent him up, alone, three more times. On the night of May 3, while in the balloon, Custer detected the Confederate abandonment of Yorktown and retreat up the Peninsula. He notified Smith, who telegraphed McClellan’s headquarters.30

The Yankees entered the empty works on the fourth. Custer and another staff officer dashed across a dam on the river and were the first Federals into that sector of the lines. McClellan ordered a pursuit. Both armies crawled westward during the day as rain and marching men churned the muddy roads into muck that mired wagons and artillery pieces. Infantrymen shouldered the vehicles forward; teamsters cursed and whipped the animals. On the morning of the fifth, the Northerners collided with Johnston’s rear guard at Williamsburg, the old colonial capital of Virginia.31

The Battle of Williamsburg began before 7 A.M., when Union Brigadier General Joseph Hooker’s division, following Lee’s Mill Road, approached Fort Magruder, an earthen redoubt a mile and a half east of the town. The fighting started fitfully in the wet woodlands, but once Hooker deployed his brigades and posted the artillery, the combat escalated into a fierce engagement. On Hooker’s right, Baldy Smith’s division covered Yorktown Road. Here Smith learned from a black contraband that a road cut through the woods, crossed a dam on Cub Creek, and continued on toward Williamsburg, beyond the enemy flank. The Confederates had built a redoubt at the dam, but no troops manned it. Smith sent Custer to ascertain the accuracy of the man’s story.32

When Custer returned with the confirmation, Smith requested permission from Brigadier General Edwin V. Sumner, McClellan’s designated commander in the field, to advance across the dam with his entire division. Sumner denied the request—Smith held the center of the Union line. Smith prodded, and Sumner relented, agreeing to one brigade. Smith selected Brigadier General Winfield Scott Hancock’s brigade, bolstering its strength with two regiments and two batteries. Smith assigned Custer to Hancock.33

Hancock was an aggressive brigadier, the best in the division. He rode to his leading regiment, the Fifth Wisconsin, Colonel Amasa Cobb commanding. Pointing to Custer, Hancock told Cobb, “He says that he had found a place where he can cross the stream and turn the enemy’s left flank; you will follow him with your regiment and effect a crossing if possible. Keep a sharp lookout for surprises and keep me advised of everything of importance. I will be near you with the brigade.” Cobb formed the regiment, and Custer led it on an “obscure wagon track through heavy timber,” in Cobb’s words. When the Wisconsin men cleared the trees, Custer took them across the dam. Cobb shifted his companies into a battle line, while Custer rode back to report to Hancock.34

Hancock closed to within almost a mile of Fort Magruder, aligning his 3,400 men and cannon on a rise above a wheatfield. The Confederates countered this threat with a brigade that advanced to the attack. The Southern regiments did not charge in concert, and Hancock’s troops and guns ripped the units apart, turning the wheatfield into a slaughter pit. The Federals counterattacked, pushing into woods beyond the field. Custer rode in front of the line, capturing a captain and five soldiers himself. He claimed that he also seized an enemy battle flag—white with a red cross, made of silk—although none of the Confederate regiments reported the loss. He “was in the thickest of the fight from morning till night,” he boasted to Ann Reed. Hancock cited Custer in his report.35

Among the Confederate prisoners was John “Gimlet” Lea, a classmate of Custer’s, who had been wounded in the leg. When the Mississippian met his academy friend, he hugged Custer and cried. Custer received permission to attend to Lea, and while the army resumed the pursuit, he remained behind for two days. As the two friends separated, Custer gave Lea stockings and some money. The Confederate officer scribbled in Custer’s notebook that if the Federal was captured the Southerners should treat him well. With that, Lea said. “God bless you old boy.”36

Custer overtook the army as it marched leisurely up the Peninsula. A soldier in the ranks described the pursuit as “marked by genuine enjoyment.” By May 20, advance elements of McClellan’s command reached the Chickahominy River, a stream that flowed southeasterly across the region, emptying into the James River. Normally forty feet wide, the river had overrun its banks because of the recent rains, inundating the forested bottomlands along its course. Beyond the Chickahominy, the Confederates manned old fieldworks about three miles from Richmond.37

When the Rebels had passed the river, Johnston ordered the bridges burned and detached units to guard the crossings. While the Union army closed on the river, details of engineering officers reconnoitered along the stream’s northern bank for crossing sites. Custer accompanied Brigadier General John G. Barnard, the army’s chief engineer, wading into the waters on several occasions to test the depth at various locations. It was dangerous duty—enemy sharpshooters could be hidden anywhere in the woods beyond the river—but Custer never hesitated. He possessed an absolute fearlessness that had attracted the attention of superior officers.38

On May 24, the Federals attempted crossings at several sites on the Chickahominy. At New Bridge, seven miles below Mechanicsville, Lieutenant Nicolas Bowen and a number of staff officers, including Custer, conducted the operation with a force of infantry and cavalry. At a signal, Companies A and B of the Fourth Michigan, led by Bowen and Custer, dashed to a ford located one half mile above the burned span that the two officers had discovered the day before. While one company crossed the river, the second company moved downstream where the remainder of the regiment engaged the Confederates at New Bridge. The Southerners—Louisianans and Georgians—repulsed the sortie at the bridge until the Yankees on their side of the stream plowed into their flank.39

The Rebels turned to meet this threat when Custer plunged his chestnut mare into the river and recrossed to the north bank. Four companies of the Fourth Michigan charged down the slope. As they neared the bank, Custer met them, shouting, “Go in Wolverines, give them hell.” With rifles and cartridge belts above their heads, they waded through the water, scrambled up the opposite bank, and triggered a volley into the enemy ranks. The Confederates fell back about a mile to their main position, losing roughly fifty men to capture. Bowen deployed the Michiganders in a ditch while Custer advanced with a line of skirmishers. For the next three hours, the opponents exchanged gunfire until Bowen ordered a withdrawal. In his report of the action, Bowen noted that Custer was the first man across the river and the last to leave.40

The results of the reconnaissance were relayed to McClellan, who described the affair in a message as “very gallant.” Either Humphreys, Smith, or both of them commended Custer to McClellan. The army commander sent for the staff officer, and as McClellan recalled the meeting: “He was then a slim, long-haired boy, carelessly dressed. I thanked him for his gallantry, and asked him what I could do for him. He replied very modestly that he had nothing to ask, and evidently did not suppose that he had done anything to deserve extraordinary reward.” McClellan then inquired if Custer would be interested in serving on his personal staff as an aide-de-camp. “Upon this,” wrote McClellan, “he brightened up, assured me that he would regard such service as the most gratifying he could perform; and I at once gave the necessary orders.”41

Custer’s appointment to the staff was dated May 28. For months, he had written of his admiration for McClellan and of his willingness to “follow him to the ends of the earth.” Perhaps no other superior officer would Custer have deeper affection for than “Little Mac,” as the men called him. According to his future wife, “Autie adored General McClellan. It was the hero worship of a boy.” In turn, McClellan described Custer “in those days” as “simply a reckless, gallant boy, undeterred by fatigue, unconscious of fear; but his head was always clear in danger, and he always brought me clear and intelligible reports of what he saw when under the heaviest fire. I became much attached to him.”42

Staff duty at army headquarters entailed a myriad of responsibilities. Aides-de-camp conducted reconnaissances, delivered written and oral messages, relayed intelligence from subordinate commanders, acted as the commander’s representative with units in action, and oversaw troop movements. The duty could mean hours in the saddle, infrequent meals, and exposure to enemy fire. It was training that would prove invaluable for an officer like Custer.

Custer had barely joined the staff when the campaign took a dramatic shift. Since the Confederate withdrawal from Yorktown, McClellan had conducted operations with his characteristic calculation. He shifted his supply base to White House on the Pamunkey River, reorganized the army’s corps, and burned the telegraph wires to Washington with requests for reinforcements. In his mind, the Union force at Fredericksburg, Virginia, fifty miles north of Richmond, was critical to his plans for the final advance on the Rebel capital. Lincoln approved the strategy until Confederate Major General Thomas J. “Stonewall” Jackson threatened Federal units in the Shenandoah Valley. On May 24, McClellan learned that Lincoln had suspended the movement. The next day, the president wired that Jackson had captured Winchester and was threatening to march to the Potomac. “I think the time is near when you must either attack Richmond or give up the job and come to the defence of Washington,” Lincoln advised. “Let me hear from you instantly.”43

Although McClellan reacted furiously to the message—for a long time he had believed that Lincoln and Secretary of War Edwin Stanton had deliberately undermined his operations—he replied that “the time is near when I shall attack Richmond.” Already units of the army had crossed to the south side of the Chickahominy and halted near the crossroads of Seven Pines and Fair Oaks Station on the Richmond & York River Railroad. To the north, on the army’s right flank, Union troops held Mechanicsville, from where the spires of Richmond could be seen by the Yankees. It appeared that the “one desperate blow” McClellan had predicted to his wife was now approaching.44

The blow came on May 31, not from McClellan, but from his opponent, Joseph Johnston. Like McClellan, the Confederate commander had his own difficulties with his president, Jefferson Davis, who had been urging an offensive against the enemy. With the Union army divided by the river, Johnston acted. The attack targeted the Yankees at Seven Pines and Fair Oaks, and for two days the combat was the fiercest of the campaign. Johnston’s plan of assaults along converging roads faltered because of misunderstandings, the terrain, and command errors that allowed the Federals to hold the ground but only after reinforcements crossed the flooded stream.45

One of the Confederate prisoners at Seven Pines/Fair Oaks was Lieutenant James B. Washington, an aide-de-camp of Johnston. On the thirty-first, Washington stumbled into Federal pickets while carrying messages from his commander. Taken to McClellan’s headquarters, the great-grandnephew of George Washington met Custer, an acquaintance from the academy. Washington once said that Custer was “the rarest man I knew at West Point.” As he had with Gimlet Lea, Custer befriended the officer, sitting together for photographs and giving him some money before he was sent to the rear. Washington and his family never forgot the kindness.46

During the battle, Johnston fell wounded, and on June 1, Davis assigned General Robert E. Lee to command of the army. The war in the East now followed a different road. In time, Lee proved to be one of the finest generals in American military history. He possessed all the attributes of a great chieftain, none more important than his audacity, his willingness to accept risks in the struggle against long odds. Within less than four weeks, Lee had fashioned an offensive against McClellan. Jeb Stuart’s cavalry rode around the Union army, confirming that McClellan’s right flank was vulnerable. Lee brought Jackson’s troops from the Shenandoah Valley and on June 26 attacked the Federals at Mechanicsville.47

The Northerners repulsed the assaults, but Lee’s aggressiveness convinced McClellan that he must withdraw from Richmond. On the twenty-seventh, while the army’s Fifth Corps fought the Confederates at Gaines’s Mill, north of the Chickahominy, McClellan abandoned his base at White House and prepared for a retreat across the Peninsula to the James River. For the next four days, the Army of the Potomac was in a race for its life. McClellan’s staff was involved in nearly all phases of the operation.48

When the Confederates struck at Mechanicsville, McClellan sent Custer to report on the situation. The aide complied, returned to army headquarters, and was hurried back with a message for the commander of the Pennsylvania Reserves to “maintain the honor of Pennsylvania.” After he informed the officer of McClellan’s words, he rode along the battle line, repeating them to each regiment, which brought cheers from the men. Later in the day, Custer assisted Chief Engineer Barnard in preparing a retreat route across the river. During the night of June 27-28, as the Federals abandoned their position at Gaine’s Mill, Custer was on horseback, guiding brigades and directing the removal of the wounded.49

Custer spent four consecutive days in the saddle, snatching a few hours of sleep when he could. He generally ate one meal each day, breakfast of hard bread crumbled into coffee. Although of slender build, he was physically strong, with remarkable stamina. A few months earlier, his regimental commander had stated that Custer “can eat and sleep as much as anyone when he has the chance. But he can do without either when necessary!” The so-called Seven Days’ Campaign ended on July 1, when the Federals repulsed Confederate assaults at Malvern Hill. McClellan then withdrew the army to Harrison’s Landing, where Union gunboats on the James River shielded the troops with their armament.50

While the Confederates failed to destroy a portion of the Union army, Lee’s offensive relieved Richmond and secured for him the strategic initiative in Virginia. McClellan remained entrenched at Harrison’s Landing and blistered the Lincoln administration with demands for more men, blaming the officials for the campaign’s outcome. In a letter of July 13, Custer reflected opinion at army headquarters by asserting that they had been outnumbered two to one. Despite the Southern victory in the operations, Federal morale held. McClellan had reviews of corps, and whenever he rode through the camps, the troops cheered, in the words of one of them, “for country, cause & leader.” Near month’s end, Custer wrote that “nothing interesting or exciting is transpiring here.”51
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