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THE CUSTER SIBLINGS WERE:

George Armstrong Custer (1839–1876)

Nevin Johnson Custer (1842–1915)

Thomas Ward Custer (1845–1876)

Boston Custer (1848–1876)

Margaret Emma Custer Calhoun (1852–1910)

Three of the four Custer boys died violently on the same day in the most celebrated battle within the United States since the Civil War.
Margaret’s husband died there as well.

The younger Custer boys were known among the immediate family by the single-syllable nicknames “Nev,” “Tom,” and “Bos.” Margaret was known universally as “Maggie,” and is known as such herein. Likewise we use the nickname “Tom” for “Thomas.”

George Armstrong Custer was rarely referred to as “George.” Within the family, he was formally known as “Armstrong,” though when he was a young child he pronounced his name as “Autie,” and by this name he was most commonly referred by the family and by his wife and friends. Taking the liberty of familiarity, we follow suit herein. His single-syllable nickname, occasionally seen in family correspondence, was “Aut.” During his life, and in the years after his death, his wife and family routinely referred to him in the third person as “the General,” a reference to the brevet rank of major general that he held for three years during the Civil War.
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FOREWORD

The Custer Family

My grandfather, Brice Calhoun William Custer, was the first family member to enlist in the service since the Little Big Horn. My dad would occasionally tell me stories about his father’s career. Amongst Dad’s papers one day, I found a short biography he documented about his father, Brice. Describing his military service, a few paragraphs caught my eye. He would write:


Shortly after World War I started, farm boys were given their high school diplomas and told to go help their fathers get the crops in. Instead, Brice went to Detroit to enlist in the Navy at age 16. He advised them he was 18. However the physical showed he had an enlarged thyroid, common in Michigan prior to iodized salt. Disappointed, he went home, pondering his fate, and went to Toledo to try again. He artfully explained that they must have made a mistake in Detroit. His feet didn’t look flat to him. Toledo agreed and he was in.

His service was not uneventful. He survived the great flu epidemic during boot camp. Assigned to the black gang (coal fired boilers) of a ship going up and down Chesapeake Bay, he was caught up in a riot following the killing of a Marine guard in Newport News. Shot in the leg, he survived a bedside court of inquiry. In the meantime he was quartered next to the detention barracks for underage sailors and Elizabeth Custer (the General’s widow), incensed that he was in the Navy, paid the Secretary of the Navy a personal visit demanding that he at least transfer Brice to the Marine Corps. All this illustrious service came to a merciful ending by release from active duty in 1919 and honorable discharge from the Navy Reserve in 1921.



I was always amazed that it appears she was less concerned about the wound and more concerned that my grandfather had entered the Navy! But worry not. He would enlist again (the Army of course) in 1922, and served a long and distinguished career.

Almost a hundred years ago, in February of 1924, a letter arrived at the door of my grandparents, Brice and Lenore Custer of Monroe, Michigan. It was addressed to them from Elizabeth Custer. She related:

My dear Brice and Lenore;

I am so pleased that you have named your little son for your Uncle Autie. That there should be two named for him in Monroe (the town I love best in the world) makes me happy. And the beautiful statue will make your little son so much better acquainted with his uncle than any picture.

Affectionately,
Aunt Elizabeth

The first namesake she refers to would have been Nevin Custer’s first son, who would pass away five years later at the age of sixty-five. The second was my father, Colonel George Armstrong Custer III. This letter would become his prized possession and his bridge to the past, a bridge he happily crossed over many times in his life. As his father before him, he became a career military man; both men reached the rank of colonel and both became decorated combat vets, culminated by their both receiving the Silver Star. And both, as well as my uncles Colonel Charles Custer and Major Brice Custer, all Monroe boys, were staunch defenders of the Custer name.

I fondly remember a day in Monroe, over thirty-five years ago, when my father was talking to my wife and I about deceased family members while visiting the Custer burial plot. In my amazement, he could methodically identify our family members buried there and tell a story about each one, some of whom he never met, and most of whom I still have a difficult time keeping straight.

He would like to tell the story of Boston Custer and Autie Reed, both of whom perished at the Little Big Horn. In 1877 the Army would not pay for the removal and shipment of their remains to Monroe, as they were civilians. In fact the Army would not even pay for the removal and reburial of the officers initially. The Custer family received gracious help from the Calhoun family, who retrieved the bodies in the middle of hostile territory and then shipped them to Monroe on their own dime. The Reeds and Custers then started the Custer/Reed plot at Woodland cemetery in Monroe, where today over twenty-seven family members rest in peace. My father and mother were the last Custers to have been buried there.

Duty, Honor, Country. These were serious business for generations of Custers. In 1971, my father was outraged at the prospect of losing the family name at the Custer Battlefield, and publicly protested its proposed name change to Little Big Horn National Monument, an obvious appeasement to the politically correct crowd. But it wore on him. And in May of that year, tragedy struck my dad. My Uncle Brice would reflect: “. . . he delivered the principle speech at the dedication of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Monroe and his words were very much appreciated by, and helpful to, the Vietnam vets in attendance. In my view, he also died with his boots on. A few hours later and still in his uniform, his heart gave out and he was suddenly gone.”

My father, as those before him, was a patriot, and possibly surpassed only by Libbie in an aggressive effort to portray the General in a positive light. But there were many others as well, and this defensive effort has become an unusual glue that has bonded generations together. But most importantly, the Custer family of the General’s generation, the ones that knew him best, who either defended him loudly or subtly, did so because they knew the man, and not the legend he would become. It is this generation that is the focus of this book.

Nevin Custer was the General’s brother and my great-great-grandfather. Family legend has it that he too was invited along to participate in the Little Big Horn campaign, as were his other brothers. But he was the only one to survive. Not due to combat, but rather due to being sidelined at the last minute by an asthma attack. He begrudgingly had to decline. He never left Monroe.

Nevin was as quiet and unassuming as the General was outgoing. One was a quiet farmer on the banks of the River Raisin, the other a flamboyant cavalryman riding to the sounds of the guns. But they were brothers nonetheless, who shared a most precious gift, a quiet brotherly love that bound them. Maria Custer, Nevin’s mother, could not have heard more tragic news than when she heard of her son’s deaths. Armstrong (Autie), Tom, and Boston. And her grandson and son-in-law, Autie Reed and James Calhoun.

One cannot imagine the depths of her shock and despair. If there was any solace, it was in remembering their young and energetic lives, and the great care they had for each other. Remembering their days growing up on the farm in Ohio, the pranks they would play on their father Emanuel, and maybe even Autie’s struggles at West Point followed by his rebound to national prominence, had to give her darkest moments some semblance of hope. In some ways she never recovered.

The same could be said of course of all the Custer clan, including Libbie. My grandfather, Colonel Brice C.W. Custer, was lucky enough to have spent some time with her over the years despite their difference in age of sixty years. In his writings, he would fondly reminisce about those visits. His first memory was when he was quite young, and listened in as Libbie and his grandfather Nevin met at the Custer farm in 1909. They were there to discuss with Mr. Potter, the sculptor of the equestrian statue of General Custer in Monroe, the details of how Custer’s horse should look like. The monument would be dedicated the following year.

And one of his fondest memories was a long afternoon spent with Libbie in her New York apartment in 1926, when he and Lenore listened to her many tales about visits with General’s Sherman and Sheridan, her complete disgust with President Grant, hard campaigning in the West, or the last time she would see her husband before he rode off on his last campaign. Of note also was Grandpa’s recalling; “She also told us that the General was most concerned about the rumors that he was very reckless in the Civil War in charging the enemy without apparent tactical planning, and said he told her that he never went into a battle without first reviewing all he had learned about tactics, and the strategy of the Confederate commanders, many of whom had been West Point classmates of his before they resigned to join the Confederacy.”

I’m sure Lenore would starkly remember Libbie’s story regarding the wives at Fort Lincoln, Dakota Territory, when they learned the fate of their husbands who would not return from the bluffs above the Little Big Horn River. “The ladies gathered together and sang ‘Nearer my God to Thee.’” Finally, Brice would write: “Lenore and I met her for the last time when we honeymooned in New York. She entertained us at the then famous Delmonico’s restaurant. Aunt Elizabeth died on Army Day, April 4,1933, and was given military burial at West Point, and buried next to the General.” She was ninety-one years old.

Bill Yenne, while using the story of General Custer’s life as a foundation, has beautifully blended in the stories of the forgotten Custers, and in doing so has better told the story of a close knit and loving family. In his tale, he reveals more about the Custer family and the relationships within, and conversely more about how the family dynamic impacted the General’s life. The result is a more human Custer, and for that, I am grateful. His experience in writing both fiction and nonfiction books over his career has produced a nice combination of easy to read but well-researched prose. I hope you enjoy Mr. Yenne’s work within these pages.

May 2018
George Armstrong Custer IV


INTRODUCTION

“Twasn’t more than yesterday, was it, that George and Tom and Boston and me were all down on the old farm near New Rumley, Ohio, going to school in the district school house, with the pine slabs for seats and old Foster layin’ for us up in front with the birch?”

Nevin Custer recalled his brothers and their boyhood schoolmaster, William Foster, as he sat on the front porch of his white farmhouse overlooking the historic River Raisin, north of downtown Monroe, Michigan, on a warm spring day in 1910.

As he sat with an unnamed journalist for an interview that was to be syndicated across the country, they could look up at a picture of Nevin’s older brother in an impressive gilt frame that hung above old farmer’s cherrywood desk. The inscription read: “General George A. Custer. Died at the Little Big Horn, June 25, 1876.”

More has been written about that battle than about any battle to have occurred within North America since the Civil War. Perhaps more has been written about Nevin’s brother George than about any American soldier whose career centered on the half century between the Civil War and World War I. Controversial both in life and in death, he is the inescapable central figure of the drama of the Little Bighorn. Once lionized as a hero, he was in a later era demonized as a villain—both times mainly by people with little understanding of the drama that took place there and throughout his career in the American West.

It can be said that the Little Bighorn achieved its place of prominence among the great battles of American history because Custer himself was already a war hero and a favorite of the Eastern media. An aggressive, skilled cavalry commander, George had performed admirably in a number of Civil War campaigns, and especially at Gettysburg. He had charisma, and a great deal of newspaper ink was devoted to him during and after the Civil War.

The Battle of the Little Bighorn has been deemed one of the crossroads of American history, and George’s name is still a household word. Yet many people do not realize that he was not the only Custer to die at the Little Bighorn that day.

On that hill overlooking the Little Bighorn River in southeastern Montana lie the markers of not just one, nor two, but three Custer brothers who died here on June 25, 1876. So too lies the marker for the husband of their young sister, Margaret, as does that of their young nephew, Henry Armstrong “Autie” Reed. Of the four brothers who grew up on the old farm near New Rumley, Ohio, and who felt the sting of William Foster’s birch, only Nevin Custer survived this crossroads of American history.

A few years ago, I stood alone atop that hill at the climax of a hot June day watching the sun set over the shoulders of the distant Bighorn Mountains. My only company was the crisp, melodic call of a Western Meadowlark and the cluster of tombstone-like markers which have stood here for more than a century.

As the glow of the sun faded from the markers, I was thinking not of George Armstrong Custer, but beyond his media-gilded patina, to the other Custers. Bookshelves groan under the weight of books about George and about the battle that took place here—but what about the others?

I looked at Tom Custer’s marker and recalled that he had outperformed his brother when it came to military decorations. He was awarded not one, but two Medals of Honor for two separate actions during April 1865. I found Boston Custer’s marker and wondered what about him? What about young, impulsive Maggie? She yearned so much to be part of the Western drama of her older brothers that she literally married into their colorful regiment so that she could live that life and share those adventures. Her husband’s marker resides near here. It is a five-minute hike to the place where Jim Calhoun fell and where Maggie’s dreams of that life and those adventures died.

Among the literature weighing heavy upon those bookshelves, only scant mention is made of the other Custers. In some cases, there is just a passing reference in a sentence or two, and in others, even less.

In the pages of this book, the other Custers are brought to the forefront—not just the siblings, but their parents, their ancestors, and their descendants. This is their story.

In this book, George remains, but as a supporting character in a narrative that focuses upon other lives, and other journeys along the roads that converged for three brothers on that hill overlooking the Little Bighorn on that hot and fateful June day. But this is also the story of the roads that took Nevin, Maggie, and those around them, into the decades beyond.


CHAPTER 1

FAMILY ROOTS
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IN AMERICA’S CENTENNIAL year, Monroe, in southeast Michigan, was the archetype of the small and reasonably prosperous city in the American Heartland. In July of 1876, in Monroe and across all of the states of the nation, the red, white, and blue bunting had hung on homes and businesses, and the flags flew in celebration of Independence Day. This celebration was made most poignant by the fact that only about a dozen years before, men by the tens of thousands had shed their blood and their lives for the preservation of the union made independent by the Declaration of Independence that was signed exactly one hundred years before. The Civil War, and indeed the preservation of that union, was still fresh in the memories of the people who had put up the bunting and brought out the flags on the eve of July 4, 1876.

Every town had its own hero, greater or lesser in the overall scheme of the victory, a hero to his locale whose heroism in the minds of his neighbors had not dimmed. In Monroe, the most celebrated of such local heroes was a man who had become a national hero at Gettysburg. Promoted to the rank of brevet major general by the age of twenty-six, George Armstrong Custer led the Michigan Cavalry Brigade in a heroic action that defeated an effort by J.E.B. Stuart’s Confederate cavalry to outflank the Union lines at Gettysburg.

Monroe had become the nexus of the Custer family. Three generations now lived here. It had become their hometown. Among those who celebrated the dashing Boy General, and this celebration was virtually unanimous in Monroe, there were none more ardent than Nevin Johnson Custer, George’s brother, younger by three years, and the father of all his nieces and nephews. Nevin had grown up idolizing George, and hanging on all the words written in the newspapers about his Civil War exploits. Nevin had even named his firstborn son after brother George.

Nevin had celebrated the centennial not knowing that all three of his brothers, George, Tom, and Boston, had died on a distant Montana hillside overlooking the Little Bighorn River nine days earlier. For him that week, in blissful ignorance, it was business as usual. The news had not reached the Associated Press wire until July 5, and was not published in the newspapers east of the Mississippi until the day after that.

“I remember I had been down in Ohio to see about some land and was driving back to Monroe,” Nevin recalled of the day that he learned the news. “I pulled into Hastings, Ohio, for the night, and when the mail came in there was the news of the battle. I didn’t believe it at first, but I drove on home 120 miles as fast as the team could travel and there I found Monroe all draped in mourning.”

By the time that he got home, the whole town was in mourning for the boy general who was their beloved hero. Black bunting had replaced the red, white, and blue. It was a turning point in his life. As he watched Monroe turn out to commemorate his brother—indeed all three of his brothers were mentioned in the tributes—Nevin was taken aback and driven to tears by an emptiness that we can all imagine, but which is just the same, unimaginable. As he listened to the eulogies, spoken by men with voices far more eloquent than his own, it only served to underscore that emptiness, and the chill-to-the spine void that came with knowing that they had all left him, and that they now belonged not to him or his family, or even to Monroe, but to the whole nation, and to the ages.

[image: Image]

Nevin’s path to Monroe that day, as well as all the roads and byways taken by the Custer family through the preceding decades, had forked from the road which had brought the Custer family to America from Europe more than two centuries before. No history of the Custer siblings who are the subject of this book can be complete without a sketch of the paths taken by the Custer ancestors, and how these had led the family to the upper Midwest when it was still the American frontier.

The family originated within that complicated patchwork of dozens of small duchies west of the Rhine River that were once part of the Holy Roman Empire, later of the Prussian and German empires, and which are now part of Germany and the Netherlands (see the map on page 295).

Paulus Van Haren Küster was the first ancestor to bring his family across the Atlantic. The patriarch of the Custers in America, he was a true son of that maze of Rhenish principalities, having a German father, Arnold Küster, and a Dutch mother, Catharina Van Haren. Paulus was born in 1644 in the small town of Kalderich, later known as Kaldenkirchen. The woman who would become Paulus’s wife and the matriarch of American Custers was Gertrude Streypers Doors, sometimes called Gietgen (Dutch for Margaret). She and Paulus were married at the Evangelical Church in Kalderich in 1668.

In his 1912 family genealogy The Custer Families, Milo Custer writes that the family name, spelled Coster or Koster before being Anglicized, means “sacristan,” meaning one who is in charge of the equipment and supplies in the sacristy of a Roman Catholic church. Indeed, there was a Pieter Koster who was the sacristan of a Catholic church in Oost Zaandam in the Netherlands in the early sixteenth century. He was a contemporary of Martin Luther and of many other former Catholic clerics who departed the Roman church during the Reformation to found or to join new denominations. In Pieter’s case, he gravitated toward the teachings of Menno Simons, another former priest, whose followers came to be known as Mennonites.

The Mennonites, like the other new denominations, faced severe religious persecution in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. This would eventually lead Paulus Küster and his family to the New World. Mennonite pastor Franz Daniel Pastorius crossed the Atlantic in 1683 with 13 families. Here, he was welcomed by Quaker leader William Penn, who had founded his Province of Pennsylvania in 1681. Pastorius acquired 15,000 acres northwest of Philadelphia from Penn, where he founded the city of Germantown. The following year, twenty-eight additional Mennonite families arrived in Germantown, and among these families was that of Paulus and Gertrude Küster and their children. In Germantown, Paulus Küster resumed his trade as stonemason, later served as a Corporation of Germantown committeeman. In 1706, he was appointed overseer of the fences, presumably made of stone, in Germantown. Both Paulus and Gertrude died in 1707.

Of the children of Paulus and Gertrude, Milo Custer’s 1912 genealogy and many other genealogical sources list Arnold, Hermanus, Johannes, and Eliza (sometimes anglicized as Elizabeth) who also made the journey to America. At least two more children, Eva and Margaret, were born after the family arrived in Pennsylvania.

As is detailed in Appendix 1, the Custers who are the subject of this book descend from Arnold Arndt Doors Küster, the eldest son. He was married twice, both times to women who were immigrants from Kalderich, and certainly from families well known to the Küsters. In 1699, after his first wife died, Arnold married nineteen-year-old Elizabeth Rebecca Sellen. It was their sons, George and Nicholas, who anglicized the family name from “Küster” to “Custer.” Arnold’s son, Nicholas Custer, the third in the American lineage of our subjects, married Susanna Margaretta Sprogel Hoppe (whose surname is occasionally listed as “Hoppin”) in about 1732. Nicholas died in 1784, six days after turning seventy-eight, and Susanna died three years later at the age of seventy-three.

In the late nineteenth century, after the notoriety of the Custer family was assured by the Little Bighorn, erroneous accounts of the family tree entered the discourse of popular culture. These yarns are worth mentioning, not because of their possible veracity, but because of those who believed them, and how widely they were believed.

One long circulated myth that still haunts various genealogy blogs and online chatrooms, holds that the Custers who are our subject were somehow related to George Washington. As Milo Custer wrote in 1912, Paul Custer, the son of Hermanus Küster, “married Sarah Martha Ball, daughter of John Ball of Virginia about the year 1730. She was, it is said, a sister of Joseph Ball, maternal grandfather of President George Washington.” Milo went on to confirm that this “persistent tradition, old and often repeated, is erroneous and incorrect.”

In fact, the Joseph Ball who was Washington’s grandfather was born in 1649 and died in 1711. According to Washington biographer Douglas Southall Freeman and Ball biographer Earl Heck, John Ball did have a son named Joseph, but no daughter named Sarah or Martha.

Margaret Kinsey, in her 1981 book Ball Cousins, confirms that a Sarah Martha Ball, born in 1722, did marry Paul Custer in 1740. In any case, this would place the Ball connection on the lineage leading from Hermanus to Milo, not on that leading from Arnold Arndt Doors Küster to our subjects.

Another popular myth tells the story of the family having originated in the Orkney Islands off northern Scotland. This theory was apparently first suggested to George Armstrong Custer in April 1876 as he was passing through New York City on his return to Dakota Territory after testifying before Congress in Washington.

“I received a letter [presumably in care of his New York publisher] from a gentleman at Kirkwall, in the Orkneys, of the name of Custer,” he told his wife in a letter. “He traces our relationship to the family, back to 1647, and gives the several changes the name has undergone, Cursetter, Cursider, Cusiter, Custer, all belonging to the same parish. He writes ‘I have been established in business here for thirty-three years. I have noted your name, conspicuous as a General, and occasionally as author, and from descriptions of you I am convinced we are of the same stock.’”

Tongue in cheek, Custer added, “Tell Maggie that when I come into my Orkney inheritance . . .” allowing the phrase to trail off with the implication that he did not take the man from Kirkwall seriously.

This would hardly be worth recalling here if it did not crop up again much later. In 1950, the playwright Marguerite Merington published The Custer Story, an annotated compendium of correspondence between George Armstrong Custer and his wife. In it, Merington stated unambiguously that “the Custers were of English origin, descended from the Custers of the Orkney Islands. In the words of a pamphlet circulated in the family, they were ‘agriculturists, working for themselves, not for wage; strong, healthy, industrious, living to a great age on their own farms, law-abiding and religious.’”

This fallacy could easily be discounted but for the fact that Merington was the closest confidant of Elizabeth Bacon “Libbie” Custer in her later years—and Libbie, the wife of George Armstrong Custer, had evolved as the defacto family scribe. As Merington wrote in the foreword to her book, “For some decades, ending only with her death in 1933, I was her nearest friend.” It is improbable that Libbie believed the story, but Merington’s stating it so emphatically is illustrative of the mythic dimensions of the whole Custer narrative.

Another alternative fiction of Custer origins gained traction in the chronicles of popular culture through Frederick Whittaker’s A Complete Life of General George A. Custer, which was rushed into publication at the end of 1876, only six months after the Little Bighorn. The publishers, Sheldon & Company of New York City, had published George’s My Life on the Plains, and were anticipating another book from him. When he died, they contracted with Whittaker, well-known in pulp magazine circles, to quickly pen a substitute. The fable as purveyed by Whittaker, concerns George’s great grandfather, Emanuel Custer, born on July 29, 1754, during the first year of the French and Indian War. He was the son of Nicholas Custer and great grandson of Paulus Van Haren Küster. As told by Whittaker, Emanuel Custer was not born in Philadelphia, but rather he was a Hessian mercenary imported by the British during the Revolutionary War.

Whittaker wrote that Emanuel “was one of those same Hessian officers over whom the colonists wasted so many curses in the Revolutionary war, and who were yet so innocent of harm and such patient, faithful soldiers. After British General John Burgoyne’s surrender in 1778, many of the paroled Hessians seized the opportunity to settle in the country they came to conquer.”

A further reference to Emanuel having been a Hessian appeared in Historical Collections of Ohio: An Encyclopedia of the State by Henry Howe, which appeared in several editions between 1847 and 1907. Howe apparently interviewed a man named John Giles, who was married to a cousin of Emanuel’s grandson, so somehow the Hessian story, like the Orkney story, had taken root like an insidious weed.

In fact, Emanuel Custer was a soldier in the Revolutionary War, but on the side of the colonists. Indeed, he was the first in his Custer line to serve in the armed forces of the United States. According to the files of the Military Accounts (Militia) held at Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission Division of Public Records, Emanuel enlisted to fight in the Revolutionary War and served as “a Private, in Fifth Class” in the 8th Company of the 6th Battalion of the Philadelphia County Militia under Captain Arnold Francis. United States War Department records show that Emanuel, now a sergeant, was later on the muster roll of the 5th Battalion of the Philadelphia County Militia.

Around this time, he married Anna Maria Fedele (sometimes spelled phonetically as Fadley). As Whittaker colorfully described it, Emanuel was “captivated by the bright eyes of a frontier damsel, and captivated her in turn with his flaxen hair and sturdy Saxon figure.”

In the wake of this mutual captivation, Emanuel and Anna Maria had five children, Emanuel, John, Susannah, Jacob, and Charlotte, born between 1782 and 1796. They then began the Custer family’s migration away from Germantown, moving first to Cambria County, Pennsylvania, 250 miles westward, and next to Howard County, Maryland, in about 1790. Maria died in the town of Jessup (then spelled Jessups) in Howard County in 1799 at the age of forty, but Emanuel lived on until 1854, when he died at the age of one hundred. He had outlived his wife, as well as surviving three of his children.

John Fedele Custer, born to Emanuel and Anna Maria, was the grandfather of the subjects of this book. He was born on February 16, 1782, in Cambria County Pennsylvania, and married Catherine (sometimes written as Katherine) Valentine, who was also born in 1782. Six of their seven children, Ann, Emanuel Henry, Mary, George Washington, James, and Alexander, were born between 1804 and 1819 in Cresaptown in Allegheny County in western Maryland. Ellen was born in 1825 in Clarksburg, Virginia (West Virginia after 1863). Of them, Emanuel Henry Custer, born on December 10, 1806, was to be the father of George, Nevin, Tom, Boston, and Margaret.

Grandfather John Fedele Custer passed away on December 16, 1830, in Cresaptown, about 100 miles to the south of his birthplace. However, it is routinely overlooked in Custer biographies that grandmother Catherine Valentine Custer lived until August 8, 1877, fourteen months after the Battle of the Little Bighorn.


CHAPTER 2

GROWING UP IN THE DINING FORK
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WHEN HE WAS twenty-four, Emanuel Henry Custer moved west to Ohio, and into a region that was then widely known as “the Dining Fork.” It took its name from the Dining Fork Valley, so called because it was shaped like the table implement. The stream in that valley, occasionally called by the same name, is officially Conotton Creek, a tributary of the Tuscarawas River.

The Dining Fork encompassed the southern part of Carroll County and the northern part of Harrison County, and it was in the town of New Rumley in the latter county that Emanuel Henry Custer settled. The town had come into being in 1813, a decade after Ohio achieved statehood, platted by none other than Jacob Fedele Custer, the younger brother of John Fedele Custer, and Emanuel’s uncle. Jacob and others considered its proximity to a main road between the Ohio cities of New Philadelphia and Steubenville to be an important civic consideration in its placement. Jacob would become so prominent in village life that he would be referred with the honorary title “squire,” denoting a distinguished citizen of the community.

A post office, usually the measure of a town’s viability, was established in New Rumley in 1820, but it was closed in 2013, and mail is now directed to Jewett, 3 miles to the south. Today, both towns are unincorporated communities.

In New Rumley, Emanuel joined his uncle, Squire Jacob Custer, in the blacksmith business. This was a trade that was certainly valuable near a well-traveled road through farm country where wagons needed maintenance and repairs, and horses always needed shoeing. The village blacksmith also became a justice of the peace in about 1830 and served in that post for a dozen years.

It was in the Dining Fork that Emanuel met Matilda Viers, the daughter of Brice Viers, a previous justice of the peace. They were married in 1828 at the Ridge Presbyterian Church in New Rumley with Reverend John Rea officiating. Of their four children, the oldest, Hannah, died in 1835 at the age of four, and John A. Custer died in 1836 at the age of three. Brice William Custer and Henry C. Custer were born in 1831 and 1833, respectively. Brice married Mariah Stockton in Harrison County, Ohio, in 1857, but they later moved south to Franklin County where Brice served as county sheriff between 1887 and 1891. Henry C. Custer, meanwhile, moved north from Ohio to Osceola County, Michigan, more than 200 miles north of Monroe.

Maria Ward, who was to be Emanuel’s second wife and the mother of our subjects, was born on May 31, 1807, in Burgettstown, Pennsylvania, a town that was informally known as “West Boston” after its founder, Boston Burgett. As we see in Appendix 2, Maria was the daughter of James Grier Ward and Catherine Rogers Ward, both Pennsylvania-born grandchildren of immigrants, and who themselves felt the urge to continue the westward trek that landed them and their four children in New Rumley in 1816.

Harrison County records reveal that shortly after arriving in New Rumley, James purchased some property in the Western Liberties district northwest of the center of New Rumley, where he built a log home and where he operated a tavern until his death in 1824. Charles Wallace has stated that James Ward was “not a particularly successful businessman,” leaving his family with “a pile of debts.” Furthermore, county court records indicate multiple charges of assault being lodged against Ward for attacking his neighbors.

Maria Ward wed her first husband, merchant Israel Reed Kirkpatrick, age thirty-two, in New Rumley in 1823 when she was sixteen. In 1830, Israel purchased the tavern previously operated by James Ward, and later by Maria’s older brother. They also moved into the house in Western Liberties that Maria’s father had built. The children of Israel and Maria who lived to adulthood included David, born in 1823, and Lydia Ann, born in 1825.

When both Matilda Viers Custer and Israel Kirkpatrick died within the space of four months in 1835, Emanuel and Maria were left as widower and widow, he with two children aged four and two, she with two children aged twelve and ten. They entered quickly into what would be a brief courtship, neither waiting the traditional year before becoming engaged.

They were married on February 23, 1836, in New Rumley, and moved into the house in Western Liberties. Five months later, three-year-old John A. Custer, Emanuel and Matilda’s youngest son, died in the home where the six sons of Emanuel and Maria would later be born.

As seen in Appendix 5, which lists all of the children of Emanuel and Maria, their first two, James and Samuel, born in 1836 and 1838, respectively, each died at about the age of one year, with young James passing away on Christmas Eve in 1837. After the tragedy of losing three young boys in the space of less than three years, and one at Christmastime, things changed in 1839.

Their third son was born on December 5, 1839, and they named him George Armstrong Custer. There were several Georges in the Custer lineage and Maria’s great grandfather on her mother’s side was James Armstrong from County Fermanaugh. Indeed, George was called by his middle name, and his family nickname, “Autie,” came about because, as a small child, he had difficulty pronouncing “Armstrong.”

In this book, I have adopted the family convention of referring to him as “Autie,” rather than as “George.”

It was also in 1839 that Emanuel was elected as justice of the peace, having run as a Democrat, a party affiliation to which he was staunchly devoted. Meanwhile, he became a founding member of the New Rumley Methodist Church. The Custers had long since left their Mennonite roots behind. Uncle Jacob Custer still lived in New Rumley after helping found it twenty-six years earlier, and was now a practicing Lutheran.

Emanuel and Maria’s second surviving son was born on July 29, 1842, and christened Nevin Johnson Custer, names that apparently had no recent precedents in the families on either side. By Nevin’s later recollection, he was named “after a Presbyterian man who said he’d educate me into the clergy.” Apparently this man faded from the scene fairly quickly as Nevin was never educated for the clergy.

The third son, born on March 15, 1845, was named Thomas Ward Custer, his first name common in both Maria’s Rogers and Ward lines, and his middle name being her maiden surname. In fact, she had an uncle named Thomas Ward.

By all accounts, the older Kirkpatrick children, in their teens when Autie, Nevin, and Tom were born, got along well with the new additions. Lydia Ann, who went by her middle name as “Ann,” was extremely fond of the younger Custer boys, especially Autie. His letters to her typically began with the salutation, “My Dear Sister.” Charles Wallace observed that “outsiders knew no difference between full and half brothers, and they themselves resented the question.”

Among the three eldest boys, Autie and Tom are recalled as having been outgoing to the point of rambunctiousness, while Nevin, by all accounts, was described as introverted and sickly. Their cousin, Mary Custer, quoted by L. Milton Ronsheim, writing in Ohio’s Cadiz Republican newspaper in 1929, commented that Autie “would show what a good horseman he was by riding standing up on the horse and running it around in a circle in the barnyard. Although much younger, cousin Tom was quite an adventurous boy and also enjoyed riding and in a way imitating his older brother Armstrong. Nevin was of a more quiet nature and, as I now recollect, did not indulge so much in the adventurous play of his older brothers.”

Even though he was older than Tom, Nevin was smaller, and was easily mistaken for having been younger.

Stephen Ambrose, the late twentieth-century historian points out their father was “a practical joker and so were his children—George worst of all.” He might also have added that Tom was a close second. He looked up to his big brother, endeavoring hard to mimic him, and later trying his best to outdo Autie in both pranks and feats of physical prowess. Nevin looked up to them both, but apparently idolized Autie.

Their father was also a member of the local militia troop which was officially know as the New Rumley Guards, and unofficially—and apparently with tongue-in-cheek irony—as the “New Rumley Invincibles.”

Though Emanuel never actually saw combat, he was fascinated with uniforms and things military. As he much later reminisced to his daughter-in-law, Autie’s wife Libbie, “As a boy I was greatly stirred by a character, a veteran of the Revolution, also of the War of 1812, who used to come around piping war tunes on a fife. A Democrat, he professed himself. And then I made up my mind that if that was the side a man could come out on, after two wars, that would be the side for me.” Emanuel had cast his first vote in a presidential election in 1832, the year that Democrat Andrew Jackson won reelection, taking the state of Ohio in the process. Thereafter, Ohio disappointed Emanuel, going for the Whigs in the next three elections.

Apparently, for all their uniforms, muskets, and drilling, the New Rumley Invincibles were mainly a social club whose musters provided an opportunity for local men to enjoy some camaraderie and to get together for a few drinks. It also afforded an opportunity for the young sons of militiamen to spend time in the proximity of muskets, sabers, and uniforms. Indeed, when he was a toddler, young Autie’s mother made him a little uniform, and he learned to do the manual of arms with his toy musket. As such, he was probably a popular addition at militia musters.

There is a tale originally related by Elizabeth Bacon Custer, Autie’s future wife, in her memoir Tenting on the Plains that finds its way into most Custer biographies because it establishes his military inclination. The incident occurred in around 1845 at the time of the lead-up to the Mexican War when George was five or six. There was much talk about the issues of the day, and Autie was certainly aware.

“Almost the first little speech he learned was a line he picked up from a declamation one of his brothers was committing to memory as a school task,” she wrote. “His father was proud, as well as surprised to hear the little Armstrong lisp out one day, waving his tiny arm in the air, ‘My voice is for war.’”

The declamation appears in Volume IV of the Southern Literary Messenger of 1838, attributed to the Cherokee leader Tuskenehaw whose families were embarking upon the Trail of Tears. This version had often been quoted in recent tellings of the story, but the phrase was probably committed to memory as a school task in the 1840s as quoted from Congressman John G. Jackson of Virginia in his famous March 30, 1812, memo to President James Madison on the eve of the War of 1812.

Needless to say, had Tom been conversant in 1845, rather than a babe in arms, he would have seconded his brother in eagerness for cannonballs to fly.

The fourth son, Boston Custer, was born on October 31, 1848. It has been suggested that his mother named him after her Pennsylvania birthplace, the town sometimes called “West Boston.”

Six months later, in April 1849, Emanuel Custer left the blacksmith business, and sold the house in Western Liberties to a man named William Welling. He purchased eighty acres of farmland in North Township, 3 miles northeast of New Rumley, and moved his family to a place that is still referred to locally at the “Custer Homestead.” Not the only such place in Ohio, it once shared this description with a farm near Tontogany where the Custers lived in the late 1850s that is described in Chapter Three.

It is unclear whether the move was precipitated by a change in Emanuel’s relationship with his uncle, Squire Jacob Custer, with whom he had been in business in the blacksmith shop, or if he was just fulfilling a dream to own land. Jacob, who would live until 1862, turned fifty-nine in 1849, and it is conceivable that he was no longer involved in the shop himself.

Emanuel and Maria’s youngest child and only daughter, Margaret Emma Custer—known within the family as Maggie—was late in joining the already established family. She was born at the family homestead on January 5, 1852. By this time, Emanuel Custer was forty-five years old, Maria was forty-four, and eldest son Autie was almost ready for secondary school. Though they were in the middle of their lives at the time their children were still in their childhood years, both Emanuel and Maria would both outlive their three sons who were to die at the Little Bighorn.

By the time that Maggie was born, the three older Custer boys were attending classes in the one-room district schoolhouse, known as Creal’s School, in New Rumley. Recollections of their school days in Henry Howe’s 1896 Historical Collections of Ohio, describe Tom as a “born leader” and Autie as “an apt scholar, a leader among boys, mischievous and full of practical jokes; withal very plucky.”

Joseph T. Harrison, who in 1927 penned The Story of the Dining Fork, attended classes in the same school room and wrote that Tom and Nevin “were big boys when I was a little boy at the Creal School.” Of Boston Custer, who was closer to his own age, Harrison wrote that he “was frequently the envy of other boys of his age in his ability to stand on his head or execute a handspring.”

Harrison goes on to say that Tom Custer “easily comes to my mind as the leading spirit among them, for he always had a kind word for the little boy, and it is a pleasure to remember him. He was the adventurer who climbed the trees in the late autumn season in the Creal orchard and shook off the apples for us. He also took care of the small boy in the toboggan slides in the lane to the south of the schoolhouse. His device was a long board, of tolerable width, which turned up slightly at the front end, and with him at the head to steer; the other boys sat behind him in the order of their sizes, and at the extreme rear end sat the smallest of the boys. The grade was steep enough to cause the board with its freight to go down the hill with great velocity, but as the mid-roadway was lower than the sides, there was no way for it to get off the track, but it frequently caused a ‘spill’ at the foot of the hill. Such exercise was pretty hard on clothing, and Tom kept within his desk an old pair of trousers, which he pulled on over his others for such sport.”

Harrison supposes that “if baseball had been known then, as it is now, Tom would have been a leader in that game as he was in the old game of ‘town-ball.’ His feats as a batter, frequently drove the ball clear off the only level ground there was to play upon, and it would be occasionally found at the foot of the hill or in the woods.”

Most accounts, including Harrison’s, reveal Nevin Custer as just the opposite of Autie and Tom, and as a boy who had difficulty keeping up. Harrison recalled that Nevin “had difficulty in making the signs on the blackboard, used in Apothecaries weight, to the satisfaction of William Foster, teacher, and he was called upon frequently to describe what he meant by the rude figures which he drew, some of which looked like pictures of bugs.”

The teacher is referred to in Nevin’s later recollections as “Old Foster,” though he may well have been still in his twenties. He would have had his hands full, with the ages of his students spanning several years. When Tom was in the first grade, Nevin was in fourth and Autie was among Foster’s oldest group. Perhaps out of necessity, Foster was a strict disciplinarian. Nevin would later describe the school as having “pine slabs for seats and old Foster layin’ for us up in front with the birch [switch].”

“Lawsey, how that man could whip!” Nevin recalled in a rambling syndicated interview he gave shortly before he died. “But George never got licked, somehow. It was always some of the rest of us. Maybe that was because George kept his geography on top of his paper backed novels. He used to read ’em all the time in school, but Foster never caught him, for he was bright as a dollar and never missed a recitation. Foster’d come along and pat George on the head, and then yank up the rest of us, and make us stand on our toes on one crack and our fingers touching another while he lashed us over the backs.”

In his description of Foster’s program of castigation, Nevin provides an insight into the early lives and habits of the Custer boys.

“I got it for whispering about a spelling lesson; and Tom, he was always getting licked,” Nevin explained. “Tom chewed tobacco, same as most of the boys did, but of course ’twasn’t allowed in school. However, Tom couldn’t let it alone, so he bored a hole in the school room floor with an auger to give him a place to spit. He tried to keep it covered with his foot, but of course after a while Foster found it and Tom got licked. No teachers like them nowadays [in 1910].”

Was Foster a cruel man beyond the limits necessary for maintaining discipline? Nevin suggested as much when he commented that “it was unusual for the schoolmaster to treat the pupils at every holiday vacation, but old Foster wouldn’t treat, so we locked him out of the schoolhouse and when he tried to come in through the window we kept him out with the coal shovel that we heated in the stove. I guess we all got licked for that.”

Joseph Harrison recalled the same incident differently when he wrote that “in those days it was the custom to ‘bar the teacher out’ at the holiday season if he did not treat the scholars. On one of these occasions, Tom Custer called the scholars together when the teacher was not present, and commenced preparations for the ceremony. The first thing was to secure the door from the inside so that it could not be opened from the outside. To accomplish this the long bench seat was lifted so that the upper end fell below the cross piece at the top of the door, and at the lower end it was held from being pushed down by the poker, which had been heated in the old cannon stove, and burned through the floor.

“As a preliminary to all this, he had asked the small boys to sit still in their places at the side of the room, with the promise that if they did so, they would all get candy. Then when all the windows had been fastened, but one on the lower and highest part of the house, Tom got out first and helped the small scholars down to the ground. No key could then open that door, and the teacher had to capitulate before he could resume teaching.”

When not in school, the older boys, especially Maria’s son David Kirkpatrick, as well as Autie, had also helped out at Emanuel’s blacksmith shop, and they all worked on the farm. It was here, in the course of working around horses, that Autie and Tom first developed their skills in riding and horsemanship.

“Father was pretty strict: stricter than most fathers nowadays are,” Nevin recalled. “Everybody had his work cut out an’ he had to do it without whimpering and do it promptly; sort of religious duty . . . I remember George hated to get his clothes smelly; and he and I made a dicker so that I did all the work at the barns, while he split the wood and carried it in. I hated splitting wood . . . it was all done with a wedge in those days.”

For Maria, it seems that the years at North Township were ones that would leave fond memories. In the late 1850s, when Autie had waxed nostalgically about their homelife in a letter to his mother, Maria had written back that “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. My darling boy, it was not for myself. I was not fortunate enough to have wealth to make home beautiful, always my desire. 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. I have no doubt I have said some things to you and my other children that was not always pleasant, but I have no regrets about that. You, my son, have more than compensated your mother for all she has done for you. It is sweet to toil for those we love.”

Even as Maria was raising the children of her second family, her older son and daughter by her first marriage had grown up and had begun their adult lives. David Kirkpatrick, her eldest, was still in the household of Emanuel and Maria in the 1850 Census, but in April 1851, he married Cynthia Jane Patton of Rumley Township.

Maria’s daughter, Lydia Ann, had married David Reed in 1846 when the three oldest Custer boys were small, and had moved north to Monroe, Michigan. David and Ann had four children who were roughly the same ages as Boston and Maggie, her youngest Custer step-siblings, and with whom they spent a great deal of time after the Custers moved to Monroe. For more details about the Kirkpatrick/Reed family tree, see Appendix 4.

The oldest of the Reed children, Marie, was born in 1848, two months before Boston Custer. The second, Lilla Belle Reed, was born in 1854 when Maggie was only two, but passed away in 1858, a month short of her fourth birthday. Emma Reed was born in 1856, and Harry Armstrong “Autie” Reed was born in 1858.


CHAPTER 3

MOVING ON

[image: Image]

IN 1852, THE year that Maggie was born, Autie had turned thirteen and had outgrown the confines of William Foster’s one-room schoolhouse in New Rumley. He was ready for high school. It was typical then, as it is typical now throughout the United States, for elementary school students in multiple rural communities to attend high school at a central location in a larger town. In this case, it was Cadiz High School in Cadiz, the Harrison County seat, 11 miles south of New Rumley.

However, it was decided that Autie should go north to Monroe, Michigan, where he would move in with his half-sister, Lydia Ann Reed and her husband, David. Here, he would enroll in Professor Alfred Stebbins’ Boys’ and Young Men’s Academy, a new and potentially prestigious institution that had just opened. While so many accounts tell of Autie as a hooligan, it is also true that he had an inclination toward academics. Nevin recalled that his older brother was “always studying.”

John McClelland Bulkley wrote in his History of Monroe County, Michigan, published in 1913, that the Boys’ and Young Men’s Academy was “the most creditable and important of any of the educational institutions of Monroe in the earlier years,” adding ambiguously that it was “organized in 1851 or 1852.”

Bulkley goes on to say that Stebbins, “an accomplished instructor from the eastern states, was engaged as principal with a corps of teachers.” The school’s own advertising described it as a place where the boys “could enjoy all the comforts and privileges of home, and at the same time be fitted for any of the colleges and universities of the United States.” Students were enrolled from Chicago, Buffalo, and Detroit, as well as from Monroe.

It was not Autie’s first extended stay in Monroe. He is recalled as having spent time with his half-sister and her husband while he was growing up, and, although Autie seemed to be a favorite of Ann’s, it is probable that Nevin and Tom spent some of their early years on long visits as well.

It was in about 1854, while he was in Monroe to attend the “Stebbins Academy,” that George Armstrong Custer first crossed paths with the girl who later became his wife. Though their first encounter was as brief as the fleeting of an eye, Elizabeth Clift Bacon would go on to be an integral part of the lives not only of Autie, but of the entire Custer family. She is especially important in our recollection of the Custers because in addition to her voluminous later writings about her husband, she also recorded a great many anecdotes about other members of the Custer family.

Known to her own family, to the Custers, and to posterity as “Libbie,” she was born on April 8, 1842, the daughter and second of the four children of Judge Daniel Stanton Bacon and his wife Eleanor Sofia Page Bacon. The judge and his wife were pillars of the Monroe community. They lived in a big, rambling, two-story house on a corner lot at Monroe and Second Streets that was surrounded by a white picket fence. But there was sadness in the big house. By 1849, the judge and Eleanor had lost three young children, Eddie, Harriet, and Sophia, to illness. When Libbie turned seven, she was an only child.
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