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INTRODUCTION

On June 27, 1876, Captain Frederick William Benteen spotted a cluster of white objects lying in a heap on a hill north of the Bighorn River in southern Montana. Benteen, a forty-two-year-old career army officer with a shock of white hair combed dramatically back over his long, bare forehead and harassed face, urged his horse slowly toward the knoll. A party of dutiful soldiers followed along behind him. As Captain Benteen inched his horse cautiously onto the site, it became clear that the achromatic objects lying motionless in the tall grass were the remains of General George Custer* and his regiment. The flesh and bones of 210 members of the 7th Cavalry lay strewn over a mile of bloody ground. All of the bodies except for General Custer’s had been stripped naked and mutilated.1


Captain Benteen climbed down off his horse and made his way to General Custer’s body, stepping over dead soldiers pierced by arrows and lances in the process. George Custer’s ghostly frame was riddled with a number of injuries, not the least of which was a gunshot wound to the left flank and left temple. Benteen studied the bodies around him, noticing that not only did the Indians in the fight leave George’s remains intact, but they had also left his socks on his feet.* They had not scalped him, either, leaving his short, wavy hair undisturbed.2


“There he is, God damn him,” Benteen said coldly to members of his battalion, busy digging graves to bury the dead. “He’ll never fight anymore.” Benteen had known the popular Boy General for more than ten years, and had never liked him.3 He had always thought George Custer overly proud and impulsive. The captain removed a piece of paper and the stub of a pencil from a pocket on his uniform, wrote George’s name on it, and nailed it to the wooden stake marking the spot where the general had fallen.


“I went over the battlefield carefully with a view to determine how the fight was fought,” a distressed Benteen wrote in a report two days after the conflict. “I arrived at the conclusion I have right now—that it was a rout, a panic, till the last man was killed. … George himself was responsible for the Little Big Horn action, and it is an injustice to attribute the blame to anyone else.”4 Benteen had been under George’s command, ordered to reinforce his beleaguered troops at the Battle of the Little Bighorn. For reasons that would be debated by Benteen for the rest of his life, he did not come to George’s aid.5


During the battle, Elizabeth Bacon Custer was only a few hundred miles away, in the Dakota Territory, waiting bravely for news of the expedition. The escalation of the Great Sioux War had brought the 7th Cavalry to the frontier, and where George went, Elizabeth followed.


One of the most charming and controversial soldiers the country ever produced, George Armstrong Custer and his equally delightful and charming bride were devoted to one another. They valued the time they spent together in the field and at their never-permanent homes at various army posts. Many times, Elizabeth lived in a tent alongside members of the 7th Cavalry.


Over the twelve years the Custers were together, Elizabeth had lived history. She and George had honeymooned in war zones during the waning years of the Civil War, and she had witnessed the surrender of Robert E. Lee at the Appomattox Court House. (She was later given the table at which the terms of surrender were signed.) Elizabeth embarked upon her frontier life following the Civil War, when George’s regiment was sent to Texas to facilitate Reconstruction, and later, to the Great Plains states as an “Indian fighter.” Her life was a series of thrilling adventures that lasted until the memorable day when Custer and his troops made their immortal last stand against the Sioux Indians.


During the times they were separated, George and Elizabeth wrote to each other constantly, and it was rumored that she was a collaborator on his memoirs. After Little Bighorn, Elizabeth relocated to New York City and wrote three wildly popular books about their adventures on the frontier, along with countless newspaper and magazine articles. She made it a point to correspond with the veterans who had campaigned with George, at times handwriting more than 300 such letters in a year. Every tie to her husband was sacred to her. She lectured all over the country, both to honor her husband and to refute any disparaging stories that may have arisen around the legend of “the Boy General.” She wrote with pride of their time together, and spoke of the Native Americans without bitterness or resentment. She helped to shape history’s view of General George Armstrong Custer, creating a larger-than-life image of the man, and of the Battle of the Little Bighorn on June 25, 1876. From that day forward, Elizabeth lived to glorify her husband’s memory.


This book is the story behind the image she created—the story of a celebrity couple who had to deal with petty rumors, betrayals, and the real uncertainty and discomfort of army life. It’s also the story of a couple very much in love, and how their vast adventures shaped the American West.



* At the time of the Battle of the Little Bighorn, George Armstrong Custer was a lieutenant colonel with the 7th U.S. Cavalry. During the Civil War, however, he had achieved the brevet (temporary) wartime rank of major general at the age of twenty-five, becoming famous as the “Boy General.” The informal use of that rank followed him for the rest of his life and into the history books.


* A few opposing accounts of the aftermath of the battle report on the condition of Custer’s remains, and claim that the body was untouched (i.e., Charles Hofling, Custer and the Little Big Horn). According to Chris Kortlander, director of the Custer Battlefield Museum, 260 men died at the Battle of the Little Bighorn, and 210 of those troops were with Custer at the Last Stand.










CHAPTER ONE

BEFORE GEORGE


A persistent woman sees what there is to be seen.

—ELIZABETH CUSTER, NOVEMBER 24, 1885



An exquisitely framed photograph of George Custer rested on an easel next to the lectern. Elizabeth Bacon Custer, George’s devoted wife, studied her husband’s image as she sat in the meeting hall at John Street Church in Lowell, Massachusetts, on January 31, 1894. Hundreds of flowers surrounded the enlarged picture—the last one taken of Custer, in late April 1876. Adorned in a blue uniform decorated with rows of brass buttons, medals, and intricately woven, golden shoulder braids, he was the model of strength and confidence. His short hair was neatly combed, and his thick mustache was smoothed down over his lips.1

The room was filled with ladies dressed in their finest Sunday clothes, sitting at numerous tables arrayed around the large hall. They were giddy with excitement and chatted briskly while sipping coffee and tea. Elizabeth’s seat was at a long table for ten placed upon a dais. She was the guest of honor, flanked on either side by overly attentive women continuously thanking her for being with them.2

Elizabeth was an attractive, petite, fifty-one-year-old woman with a strong face and quiet, intelligent eyes. The black and gray taffeta dress she wore was unassuming but stylish. Her attention was drawn away from the photograph of her husband when a spry, elderly woman with light blue-gray eyes made her way to the podium.

As the woman welcomed guests to the lecture, several male members of the church filtered into the back of the room and stood respectfully, waiting for the program to begin. Elizabeth was introduced as the keynote speaker, and as she rose from her chair, radiant and poised, the entire room was galvanized into sudden and tumultuous applause. She stood in simple, dignified response to the ovation and smiled sweetly to her left, then to her right. After everyone had taken their seats, Elizabeth expressed her appreciation for the kind reception.

“My husband was killed more than seventeen years ago at the Battle of the Little Bighorn,” she said in a crisp, cultured voice. “I believe he had many enemies there, and none of them were Indians. His rivals sent him on a suicide mission, with too few troops and ammunition.”3 After a few more opening remarks, Elizabeth went on to tell the enraptured audience about her life on the frontier. An article in the Lowell, Massachusetts, Daily Sun described the lecture as “entertaining and informal.”


Mrs. Custer began with a description of the garrison of the far west, the palisades, construction, the officers’ quarters, the stables, the general mess. She then spoke of life as an Army dependent and elaborated on the ladies who followed their soldier husbands to the frontier, their duties, amusements, etc. Her description of a typical social gathering around a none-too-elegant piano to sing songs of the day, the higher music and the religious melodies, [was] alternatively humorous and touching, and it delighted the audience. No less interesting [was] her description of the long hunts participated in by the officers and men. The frolicking of her husband’s 40 hounds with their well groomed horses, the start of their hunts with their thermometer 20 and 30 degrees below zero, and their return with deer and other game …

The occasional gossiping women of garrison life received attention, and Mrs. Custer naively described the remedies. The husbands of such women received intimations of transfers to distant parts, and that was sufficient.

The lecture was entertaining throughout and was highly appreciated by all who attended.4




The captivated audience gave Elizabeth another round of applause at the conclusion of her talk. She smiled appreciatively and glanced at George’s portrait before returning to her seat.5 Since George’s death, Elizabeth had devoted herself to safeguarding his reputation as a military leader and husband from men like Captain Frederick Benteen who resented his fame.6
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Almost from the moment Elizabeth Bacon and George Custer first saw each other in 1862, they were smitten with one another. “How I watched her every motion …,” George wrote of his initial encounter with Elizabeth.7 He once told her he would “give up every earthly hope to gain her love.”8

Born on April 8, 1842, on the shores of Lake Erie in Monroe, Michigan, Elizabeth Clift Bacon, named after her paternal grandmother, was one of four children, including two sisters who died in infancy and a brother who died at the age of eight. Fearful of losing Elizabeth to illness or accident, Elizabeth Custer’s father, Judge Daniel Bacon, and her mother, Eleanor Sophia Page (known as Sophia), were overly protective of her. At times Elizabeth rebelled against their rules and restrictions, which, for example, prohibited her from playing with other children. Whenever her parents were distracted, she snuck away to do as she pleased. Each time her frantic mother would find her and drag her home again.

Sophia subscribed to severe methods of punishment that included locking Elizabeth in a closet or forcing her to remain in bed. The harsh treatment had the desired effect. Driven to tears, Elizabeth would apologize for her actions and promise never to break the rules again.9

The tragic loss of Sophia’s other three children had left her sad and withdrawn. Elizabeth tried to help her mother through her depression, but with little success. The occasional song Elizabeth played on the piano Sophia had given her on her eleventh birthday pleased her, but the mood was short-lived. She seemed to only take special notice of Elizabeth when she memorized Scripture. Sophia insisted that Elizabeth study long passages from the Bible so she would learn about humility and modesty.10 She also served as an example of Christian giving; with Elizabeth in tow, Sophia would visit the homes of indigent and sick families in the area, delivering food and clothing.11

In the summer of 1854, when Elizabeth was barely twelve years old, Sophia died of dysentery. On August 27, she recorded her thoughts about her mother’s passing in the journal she had already kept for more than two years:


Mother is sleeping her last great sleep from which she will never wake up, no never … Two weeks ago my mother was laid in the cold ground and as I stood by that open grave and felt—oh! God only knows what anguish filled my heart. O! Why did they put my mother in that great black coffin and screw the lid down so tight?12




Judge Bacon was devastated by his wife’s death, and for a brief time left the family home in order to grieve alone. He sent Elizabeth to live with her aunt, feeling she would receive the comfort she needed from her mother’s sister. Several months passed before the judge saw his daughter again, at which time he enrolled her in a primary school in Monroe, Michigan, the Young Ladies’ Seminary and Collegiate Institute, more commonly known as Boyd’s Seminary. In the fall of 1858, Judge Bacon registered Elizabeth at a boarding school in Auburn, New York.

Elizabeth continued to grieve her mother’s death, and dealt with the tragedy by concentrating on her studies. “No one knows how much I lost but myself,” she wrote in her journal in the winter of 1858, about Sophia’s passing. “Although sometimes I give up in despair and say I can’t,” she added, “when I think how sweet Mother used to love to have me diligent, I am inspired with new hope.”13

Judge Bacon visited his daughter often at the school and was pleased with how well she was adjusting. In addition to the traditional subjects of literature, history, and mathematics (in which she excelled), Elizabeth took courses in gardening, art, music, and French. Her father was not only proud of her academic accomplishments, but also with how beautiful she had become. During her time away from home she had blossomed from a girl into a woman. At sixteen, Elizabeth attracted the attention of many young men; according to her journal, she was well aware of the effect she had on the opposite sex, and was not above using it to get what she wanted.14

Although she occasionally toyed with the affections of hopeful suitors, she was primarily interested in her school-work and in becoming an artist and a writer. She specifically wanted to work for a newspaper.15 Married men made advances toward the teenaged Elizabeth, but she held her own against their unwanted gestures. She was not shy about vocalizing her disdain for such behavior, and on one occasion, she even slapped a doctor who tried to kiss her.

When Elizabeth wasn’t preoccupied with her lessons, she dreamed of being in Monroe with her father. She wanted to take care of him and manage his household.16 Any hope Elizabeth may have had that such a notion would become reality was dashed when the judge announced he had met and fallen in love with Rhoda Wells Pitts. Although Elizabeth was not initially pleased by the news, her attitude eventually softened. Rhoda was the forty-six-year-old widow of a successful New York businessman. She was financially solvent, and known for being congenial, as well as a good housekeeper and cook.

Judge Bacon and Rhoda were married in February 1859. When Elizabeth returned to Monroe from school later that year, she spent time getting to know her stepmother. Rhoda proved herself to be a truly caring and considerate person—so much so that Elizabeth soon came to call her “Mother.” When Elizabeth became ill, Rhoda nursed her back to health. In several letters to her cousin, Rebecca Richmond, Elizabeth praised Rhoda’s kindness and generosity. She recalled the time spent with her stepmother and father with great fondness: “How I miss my pleasant home!” she wrote to Rebecca in 1859. “Those Sunday suppers with fire blazing … those juicy steaks, smoking muffins, all the delicacies my mother knows so well to prepare….”17

After more than a year’s absence from school, Elizabeth returned to her studies. She graduated in 1862 as valedictorian of her class. She accepted her diploma wearing a beautiful dress Rhoda had made for her. According to Rebecca Richmond, who attended the ceremony, the dress was “white Swiss muslin, high in the neck, and closed at the waist.” Rebecca later wrote to her parents, saying, “We were all proud of Elizabeth. When it came to her valedictory there was scarcely a dry eye, so many were there who had watched her through her motherless girlhood. Her father, who sat on the platform, was greatly affected.”18

By the time Elizabeth graduated from Boyd’s Seminary, more than two thousand of the men of Monroe County (roughly 10 percent of the population at that time) had joined the Union Army and gone to fight the rebellious Southern states. Judge Bacon read the newspaper aloud each evening at dinner, keeping his family abreast of the wartime happenings and the comings and goings of area volunteers. Soldiers passed by the Bacons’ place en route to their homes or to various posts. Some were wounded and missing limbs and had to be helped along their way.

Elizabeth and her friends watched members of the 15th Michigan Regiment parade along the street and reverently waved them on. As they marched by, her dream of writing for a newspaper went with them, leaving in its place a new heart’s desire—marrying a soldier.19

In spite of the decreased male population in Monroe during the war, Elizabeth never lacked for male attention. The few eligible bachelors who remained in town, including attorneys, businessmen, and church pastors, called on her after receiving her father’s approval. She was flattered by the many admirers, but none of them held her interest.

In late 1862, Elizabeth and a few of her friends from school celebrated the Thanksgiving holiday by attending a party at their alma mater. Many soldiers, home on leave, were present at the seminary function, and sought out the company of Monroe’s prettiest belles. Among the volunteers present at the party was George Armstrong Custer.

George lived with his sister and brother-in-law on the same street as the Bacons in Monroe, and although he and Elizabeth had seen one another around the neighborhood, they had never been formally introduced. By Thanksgiving of 1862, however, George’s military reputation preceded him. A West Point graduate, he had made a name for himself serving under Major General George Brinton McClellan, rising quickly to the rank of lieutenant and fighting bravely at the First Battle of Bull Run.

When they met at Boyd’s Seminary, Elizabeth offered her hand and George gently took it in his and smiled politely. They watched one another carefully while dancing in a quadrille opposite each other. When the music stopped, the two engaged in a brief conversation.20

“I believe your promotion has been very rapid,” Elizabeth stated.

“I have been very fortunate,” he answered humbly. They chatted for a few moments more before each going their separate ways.21

According to George’s recollection of the meeting years later, he was “quite taken with dark-eyed Elizabeth, dressed in white with a red rose pinned in her hair.”

“My heart could have told her of a promotion far more rapid in her power only to bestow. How I watched her every motion, and when she left … in that throng of youth and beauty she had reigned supreme.”22

Elizabeth was not as taken with George as he was with her. She considered his hair (he had nearly shoulder-length, reddish-blond hair, and fierce blue eyes) and manner of dress pretentious. In a journal entry written on November 28, 1862, Elizabeth noted that “with the critical and hard eye of a girl, I decided I would never like him.”23

For that brief moment in time, Elizabeth’s opinion of George was akin to that of many of his peers. Men like Captain Frederick Benteen found him to be “arrogant, rash, with a will to succeed no matter the cost.”24








CHAPTER TWO

COURTING ELIZABETH


Oh, Wifey, Wifey! One of those mustached, gift-striped and buttoned critters will get our Libbie yet.

—JUDGE DANIEL BACON TO HIS WIFE, RHODA, ABOUT THE MANY YOUNG SOLDIERS CALLING ON THEIR DAUGHTER, ELIZABETH



A full moon hovered over South Monroe Street, and beams of light from the gigantic orb filtered though a cluster of clouds. Twenty-one-year-old George Armstrong Custer stumbled through the scene, helped along by a friend who steadied his walk and kept him from falling. Both men were dressed in the uniform of the 5th Cavalry, and both had been drinking. In fact, George was drunk. It was late, and apart from the two inebriated soldiers, the street was deserted.

It was the fall of 1861, and numerous leaves had dropped off the massive trees lining the thoroughfare, drifting across the path the men followed. George was making his way to his sister Ann Reed’s home, where he had been staying while recovering from a slight illness contracted after the Battle of Bull Run.1 George had carried dispatches to the Union troops holding their position against the Confederate Army, lined up along Bull Run Creek near a railroad center called Manassas Junction in Virginia.2 The battle had ended when the Union Army was ordered to fall back toward Washington, and the accompanying downpour of rain had left George suffering with chills and fever.3 He was sent back to Monroe to recuperate, and as George’s condition improved, he started venturing out to local taverns where his friends gathered.

Arm in arm with his school chum, an intoxicated George and his buddy staggered down the roadway, singing at the top of their lungs. The commotion woke his sister, who raced to the front window of her house, followed closely by her husband and children, to see who was disturbing the quiet, respectable neighborhood. George weaved back and forth over the cobblestone street, laughing at his obvious lack of balance.

Judge Bacon, who had been standing on his porch, smoking his pipe, noticed the pair of soldiers making their way toward the Reeds’ home. He recognized George Custer’s tall, lanky frame and watched him as he waved good-bye to the friend who had escorted him safely home. Disgusted by the soldier’s behavior, the judge marched back into his own house and closed the door hard behind him.4

George was unaware that Judge Bacon had witnessed the scene. He also had no idea that Elizabeth Bacon had been gazing out of her upstairs bedroom window at the same moment. She wasn’t surprised at the sight, having seen other young men who’d had too much to drink. She considered his actions standard fare, and the following morning, barely remembered the spectacle George had made of himself the night before.5

Elizabeth was preoccupied with thoughts of her unknown future and spent long hours in conversation with her cousin, Rebecca Richmond, discussing marriage and life thereafter. Elizabeth had many callers and admirers. One young man, a childhood sweetheart named Elliot Bates, wanted to take her for his bride. She, however, did not return his feelings.6 Convinced she might never find someone with whom she would fall in love, Elizabeth noted in her journal that she would be forced to become a spinster. The idea was not pleasant to her. “To be one [a spinster] from necessity and one from pleasure are two different things,” she wrote.7

Elizabeth’s father and stepmother were concerned about the possibility of their daughter ending up alone, but that fear paled in comparison to their concern that George Custer could be the one to rescue her from such a fate. In general, they didn’t want Elizabeth to marry a soldier because they worried he might be killed in battle, leaving their daughter a penniless widow. Specifically, the Bacons didn’t want Elizabeth to marry George because it was rumored he was proficient at swearing, gambling, and frequenting saloons. They believed George was much too worldly for their prim, proper, and somewhat sheltered daughter.

After meeting Elizabeth on Thanksgiving Day in 1862 at Boyd’s Seminary, George had set his sights on the intelligent beauty. He was not ignorant of her father’s high standards for her suitors, nor was he a man to back down from a challenge. After learning that Judge Bacon had seen him the night he came home drunk in October 1861, he couldn’t bring himself to do much more at first than stare admiringly at Elizabeth from across the church they attended together. She was intrigued by the attention.8

By the time George gathered up the nerve to ask Elizabeth’s permission to call on her in mid-December 1862, she had learned all about the handsome army officer from a mutual acquaintance. George Armstrong Custer was born in New Rumley, Ohio, on December 5, 1839. His father, Emmanuel Custer, was a blacksmith, farmer, and justice of the peace in the small Midwestern town. His mother, Maria Ward Kirkpatrick, was a homemaker. Each had three children from earlier marriages, and the pair had five more children together, including George Armstrong, named after the Methodist minister in hopes that the first son from their union would become a member of the clergy. George was particularly close to his younger brothers, Nevin, Thomas, and Boston, and his half sister, Ann, who was fourteen years his senior.9

In 1851, shortly after Ann married David Reed, a businessman from Michigan, George went to live with them in Monroe. Emanuel and Maria Custer were overwhelmed with the number of children they had to raise and believed George would benefit from the opportunity. Indeed, George excelled in school, first attending the McNeely Normal School at Hopedale, Ohio, and then the Stebbins Academy in Monroe.10

After completing his studies at the academy, George accepted the responsibility of helping to support his parents and siblings, many of whom were struggling financially. From 1854 to 1856, George taught primary school, earning $26 a month for his efforts.11 He liked making money, and believed the only way he could be in a position to earn more was to have an education. Although he believed in God and the Golden Rule, he did not feel called to become a member of the clergy. He wanted a military career.

George’s desire to go to West Point was realized in May 1857 when Ohio representative John A. Bingham recommended him for an appointment. George was seventeen when he entered the four-year military academy, where he struggled with what he believed to be overly strict rules, as well as hazing from upperclassmen.12 He received numerous demerits for the length of his yellow hair, his untidy room, his careless dress, for playing pranks on other students, and for gambling and fighting. He frequently participated in heated debates with students from Southern states who favored slavery. A staunch abolitionist, George and his other classmates from the North insisted that slavery should not be allowed and that a war over the issue was bound to occur.13

Letters from his family and young eligible women, enamored with George’s looks and potential for becoming a high-ranking officer, kept him distracted from his studies and talk of war. Using a candle to see the paper and ink, he answered their correspondence late in the evening after his instructors had ordered lights out.

By the time George graduated from West Point in 1861, the fateful firing on Fort Sumter had brought the country into the long-anticipated Civil War. George was commissioned with the rank of second lieutenant and ordered to report for duty in Washington, D.C. After making a brief stop in New York to purchase his officer’s uniform, consisting of saber, revolver, sash, and spurs, he arrived at his post, eager to serve with the 2nd Cavalry. From Washington he was ordered to travel under cover of darkness to Center-ville, Virginia, to deliver special messages to General Irvin McDowell.

Shortly after he arrived in Centerville, he was informed that he would be helping in the fight against the Confederates at Bull Run Creek, near the Manassas railway station. His particular job was to help protect a regiment that was preparing cannons for battle. A surprise attack by the Rebels from the rear scattered the Union Army and forced them to retreat. George held his position with the members of the platoon he commanded and waited for orders to regroup, but, outnumbered and outmaneuvered, the commanders for the North agreed to return to the capital to assess the damage and casualties, and to plan another charge at a later date.14
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