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In the second half of the nineteenth cen­
tury, the frontiers of the United States were 
expanding rapidly Into an area of consider­
able conflict. The nation had just sed 
through a terrible war, and for many the 
warfare was to continue on the plains west 
of the MIssIssIPPI. Some who had distin­
guished themselves In the recent Civil con­
flict were destined to achieve even greater 
reknown In the Indian campaigns of the 
West . Many thus met their final hour In pur­
SUIt of the paths of military glory . George 
Armstrong Custer was one of them. 

It IS not the purpose of thiS article, how­
ever, to re-flght the Battle of the Little Big 
Horn Neither IS It to the POint to trace all 
the movements of the Seventh Cavalry 
across the plainS between the years of 1865 
and 1876 Rather, the pOint here IS to try 
to realize something of the personality of 
Custer, the man, and how thiS personality 
affected the course of his career. It IS beyond 
the scope of so brief a report to probe too 
deeply Into Custer's character; yet a survey 

of contemporaneous documents, Including 
some of his own writings, might tend to 
suggest that his untimely demise was well­
nigh ineVitable: that being the type of man 
he seems to have been was enough, perhaps, 
to Insure his ultimate fate. 

If one looks at Custer's career after his 
years at West POint. dUring the Civil War, 
and throughout his Indian campaigns on the 
western plains, one is tempted to observe 
that It was only a matter of time until his 
bold conduct - or as some would say, his 
"famous luck" - should fall him. Few of his 
military explOits were either so well planned 
or so strategically sound as might be sup­
posed from the results. More often, he 
carried the day on the strength of his elan 
and his personality, alone . He was not like 
other generals- more prudent. less bold­
who, If they lost a battle, could always come 
back to fight another day. HIs fantastic good 
fortune made many of his otherWise ques­
tionable tactical decIsions to appear well 
conceived: after all, he did seem always 
to win. 





Protesting their return to reservation life, the 
Indians (above) are included in Schreyvogel's 
portrayal of an incident that occurred during 
Custer's campaign in Indian Territory in 
1868-69 . 
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Custer is very outspoken in his attacks 
upon American traders and Indian agents in 
this commentary and reveals some sym­
pathy with regard to the In dians and their 
problems He is clearly indignant about the 
corrupt management of Indian affairs on the 
western reserves by agents who, instead of 
feeding and clothing their charges, steal 
from them and grow rich on the proceeds 
from illicit traffic ' in government supplies. 
He also alludes to the fact that it is the in­
ferior quality of such supplies that has made 
the Indians abandon reservation life, and 
that it is the agent. again, who is primarily 
responsible for providing the renegade bands 
with guns and ammunition of the same or in 
some cases superior type as that issued to 
U. S. government troops. Custer's protests 
went unheard for the most part. however, 
and his ideas for the control and protection 
of the Ind ians gained no favor in official 
circles in Washington . 

There were always speculations that 
Custer cherished political ambitions in Con­
gress. Some even mentioned the Presidency. 
He did make some interesting observations 
on the political scene that are timely even 
today. Referring to the practice of Con­
gressional lobbying in general-and to the 
influence that commercial adventurers in 
particular exert upon their political friends 
with respect to the letting of government 
contracts- he calls the lobby the "third 
house of Congress" and adds: 

True, its existence is neither provided 
for nor recognized bV law; vet it exists 
nevertheless, and so powerful, although 
somewhat hidden, is its influence upon the 
o ther branches of Congress, that almost 
any measure it is in terested in becomes 
law. 

Custer was not always so serious as such 
excerpts might indicate. He was, in fact. 
known for his love of practical jokes His 
sense of humor is aptly illustrated in yet 
another section of MV Life on the Plains 
when he describes his own appearance one 
morning on awakening to the sounds of a 
surprise Indian attack on his camp. Taken 

unawares before he had sufficient time to 
dress, he laughingly recalls that "General 
Custer on this occasion appeared in a beau ­
tiful crimson robe (red flannel robe de nuit), 
very becoming to his complexion. His hair 
was worn au naturel , and permitted to fall 
carelessly over his shoulders. In his hand 
he carried gracefully a handsome Spencer 
rifle. It is unnecessary to add that he be­
came the observed of all observers:' 

Many of America's most celebrated military 
figures served with the Army of the West. 
Among them were fellow officers of George 
Custer, not a few of whom served under him 
in his various campaigns. Some, like 
Frederick William Benteen, first became as­
sociated with the young general as a part 
of the newly formed Seventh Cavalry at Fort 
Ril ey, Kansas, in 1865. Captain Benteen also 
played a part in the Little Big Horn debacle, 
and a collection of some forty -four of his 
private letters exists containing his recol­
lections and opinions of Custer which are 
of particular interest today 

Written between the years 1891 and 1896 
to Theodore W. Goldin, a former trooper 
with the Seventh Cavalry, these letters con­
tain what amounts to a biting attack upon 
Custer's private and public or milftary life, 
as well as a good deal of camp gossip of 
questionable historical value. Goldin wrote 
several articles for the Armv Magazine based 
upon information he gained from his cor­
respondence with Benteen . Only the Benteen 
letters seem to ha.ve survived, Goldin 's cor­
respondence either having been lost or de­
stroyed along with a diary which Benteen is 
supposed to have kept throughout his entire 
military career. 



George Armstrong Custer: a photograph. 
Gilcrease library collection. 

The Civil War was an ideal time for some­
one like George Custer to have begun his 
military career : a period when a soldier might 
not have to wait to climb the slow ladder 
of rank but could, on the strength of per­
formance in the field, gain quick promotion . 
Educational and class barriers were of less 
importance than before and a man of ability 
could be expected to move ahead . Custer 
was assuredly such a man. 

His decisive nature, his driving ambition, 
were right for the times. The war called for 
men of action - and action was Custer's 
forte. His friends in Washington undoubtedly 
were a help to him, but Custer alone must 
receive credit for his successes in the field, 
no matter how rash or how lucky he may 
have been . Uninhibited in battle, he was the 
one called upon when a job demanded bold­
ness of purpose and quick action . Yet. it was 
just this set of qualities that contributed to 
his eventual destruction . 

Throughout his military career, Custer's 
activist nature prompted him to take un­
necessary risks and to lead countless of­
fensive thrusts that were in the main 
successful, but often showed a marked dis­
regard for tactical details or conditions af­
fecting his own life or that of his men. A 
single incident might serve to illustrate the 
point . Ordered during the course of an en­
gagement to charge the Confederate lines, 
Custer did not pause to first inspect the 
slope down which his men were to advance. 
Consequently, his contingent did not pene­
trate past the Union lines because the hill 
in question was soaked from recent rains 
and pockmarked with shell holes . 

As Custer brought his troopers down the 
incline, they became hopelessly mired in 
mud, thrown cavalrymen, and riderless 
horses. To his credit. Custer did not lose 
control of the s!t-'dation but ordered his men 
to fight on foot. which they did with some 
success . Custer was destined to get away 
with such hasty and improvised maneuvers 
for some time to come; but his lack of at­
tention to immediate tactical details was one 
day to catch up with him. 

On the day Robert E. Lee signed the sur­
render that ended the War between the 
States, Custer was with General Philip 
Sheridan at Appomattox Court House . 
Sheridan and Custer had come to be close 
friends during the preceeding years of na­
tional strife, and Custer was to benefit greatly 
from this friendship in the future . Indeed, 
Sheridan's opinion of Custer was sufficiently 
high that he paid twenty dollars in gold for 
the table upon which Lee had signed the 
peace and later gave it to Mrs . Custer as 
a gift . 

Given a new command over a group of 
volunteers in Louisiana after the war, Custer 
was predestined, it seems, to meet with 
trouble . His tendency to want to control or 
dominate not only individuals but also situa­
tions created friction between himself and his 
men, most of whom were not regular troops 
nor familiar with the sort of discipline de­
manded by their leader. The war may have 
been over, but Custer did not let the stern 
regulations of the war years lapse . Thus, 
it was not long before grumbling and finally 
insubordination began to manifest itself 
among the rank and file. 

There appears to be some difference of 
opinion as to the cause of the mutiny which 
eventually resulted - or if, in fact. a mutiny 
actually occurred . It may be that the troops 
were more restless or spirited than mutinous; 
but whatever the case, Custer took exception 
to their behavior and at one point had ninety 
of his men arrested . A sergeant who was 
supposed to have been the chief instigator 
of the unrest was court martialled and sen­
tenced to be executed along with a deserter 
from the company. Threats were voiced that 
a real mutiny would erupt were the sergeant 
shot. 

With enviable bravado, Custer rode un­
armed down the ranks of soldiers drawn up 
at the execution site . At the last moment. 
the sergeant was led away and only the 
hapless deserter was dispatched. The in ­
cident is included here because it illustrates 
in a most graphic manner the challenge that 
Custer offered to his men, and the lengths 



to which he was wi ll ing t o go to impress upon 
them that he wou ld not give in to th ei r pres­
sures and demands. He was wil ling to risk 
everyth ing, it appears, to prove that he could 
control the situati on and that his troops 
would not carry out their muttered threats 
against him. 

After gaining command of the Third DivI­
sion, Cust er accompanied it to it s newly 
assigned post near Austin, Texas, w here he 
soon was approached by leaders of Mexico's 
Army of Liberation with a proposition to as­
sist them in their revolutionary aims. Benit o 
Juarez offered him the sum of $16,000 in 
gold and the rank of adjutant-general if he 
would lead a command of some thousand 
cavalrymen from the United States against 
the forces of the emperor, Ma ximilian. Gen­
era l Ulysses S. Grant was wil ling to allow 
Custer a year's leave-of-absence from his 
regular duties, but Presiden t Andrew John­
son was reluctant to have U. S troops em­
broiled in affairs sou th of the border . Thu s, 
the o nly theatre of operation left open to the 
restless and intrepid Custer was that of the 
Great Plains to the north . Here it was that 
he gained the fame that has persisted , un­
diminished, down to the present day 

In the summer of 1867, George Custer 
was g iven orders t o break the power of the 
Cheyenne and the Sioux who were raiding 
white settlements and stage offices all across 
Kansas. Up to this time the government had 
made little attempt to put an end to these 
continuing depredations because most of 
its military personnel had been engaged In 
fight ing the Civil War . The war was over at 
last. however, and the Seventh Cavalry was 
assigned the ta sk of putt ing down the Ind ian 
attacks. 

Custer's men had spent a large part of the 
spring of 1867 chasing outlaws they rarely 
ever saw. The ta ctics of the Ind ians were 
unfamiliar to most of these men whose only 
previous experien ce in battle had been in the 
recent confl ic t between the states . M ost 
were new to the pla ins regi on, and for almost 
six weeks th e Seventh Cavalry sought t o en­
gage an enemy it could not f ind . During th is 

The scene reproduced above is taken from 
Charles Schreyvogel 's painting entitled Attack 
at Dawn, one of ten oils by this artist in the 
Gilcrease collection . The work is shown in 
its entirety on pages 10 and 11 of the accom­
panying article . 

tim e, Custer's hard, " by the book" discipline 
was not relaxed 

Under the very best of conditi ons, such an 
assignment would have been difficult for the 
unseasoned troopers. Custer himself was 
you ng and relatively new t o the plains 
Neith er he nor the men of his command were 
the hard-nosed veterans of their later cam­
paigns. Th e heat w as unbearable, the food 

nearly as bad, and scurvy and dysentery 
broke out with recurring frequency. 

Still, Custer pushed the Seventh Cavalry, 
almost past the point of endurance in some 
cases; and from the beginning of his western 
campaig ns, a trickle of deserters left the 
ranks. Many had only joined the army in the 
first place in order to travel westward, plan ­
ning to desert t o the mines in Colorado when 
the earliest opportunity presented Itself. 
Conditions continued to be almost insupport­
able, and desertions Increased ten-fold. 

On the 7th of June, circumstances were 
bad enough that twelve men quit their posts 
In full view of their astounded off icers. Custer 
gave immediate orders to pursue the 
deserters and "to bring in none alive" Seven 
of the twelve cavalrymen were mounted and 
escaped Three who were on foot were shot 
on the spot. while two others saved them­
selves from a similar fate by pretending al ­
ready to be dead. The wounded later were 
taken to Fort Wallace where cholera had 
been raging for weeks. 

Cholera was also a prob lem at Fort Hayes, 
and there were rumors that it was present 
at Fort Riley where Custer's Wife, Elizabeth, 
waited for the general. Custer's orders from 
General Hancock were quite clear, nonethe­
less the Seventh was to remain at Fort 
Wallace and keep the Indian s In that VIcinity 
engaged. 

Custer then committed the same sort of 
error for which he had had three of his own 
men shot . Taking a small escort. he pro­
ceeded to Fort Hayes and then on to Fort 
Harker to obtain supplies to take back to 
Fort Wallace . Custer himself went on to 
Fort Riley to see if the reports of cholera at 
Riley were true , and to see after the health 
of hiS adoring Wife. Frederick Benteen, re ­
marking in a letter written to Theodore Goldin 
on January 19, 1896, says " Lordi Coi., we 
have known for 10 these many years that 
Custer disobeyed orders. " 

The month follOWing hiS unauthOrIZed trip 
to Fort Riley, Custer was arrested and court 
martlalled . Among the charges brought 

The hastily sketched oil portrait .of George 
Custer (above) is the work of William Cary 
who visited Fort Riley, Kansas, In 1865. It IS 
among the rarest portraits of its kind extant. 

against him at this time were disregard of 
orders, deserting his command, and ordering 
other deserters under his command to be 
chased down and shot. 

To these and other charges- some seven 
In all- Custer pleaded not guilty. On Novem­
ber 8, 1867, however, he was convicted on 
all counts, suspended from both rank and 
command for one year, and required to for­
feit all pay for that same period of time. Many 
commentators have remarked Since, In view 
of the gravity Of the charges brought against 
him, that the relatively light sentence passed 
upon Custer at thiS time was very likely due 
to the influen ce of friends "In high places" 
back In Washington. 

r 



The Battle of the Washita established Cus­
ter's reputation as an indefatigable Indian 
fighter, but in this battle were also sown the 
seeds of his eventual defeat. His name be­
came widely known among the Indians from 
this time forward. Respected as a warrior 
and feared as a seemingly Invincible leader 
of enemy forces, Custer earned, as well, the 
undYing hatred of such chiefs as Satanta, 
Satank, Lone Wolf, and others who vowed 
their revenge upon him for his ruthless 
policing of the plains. 

Many bands of Indians, dissatisfied with 
the beggarly existence they were forced to 
endure within the limits of their reservations, 
quit these areas to roam freely about. This 
was contrary to earlier treaty agreements 
with the U S. Government. and Custer was 
directed to round up these wandering, usually 
hostile groups and induce them to return to 
their own lands General Sheridan, preferring 
to harrass the Indians during the winter sea ­
son when grass for their ponies was scarce 
and the people were less able to move about. 
ordered the Seventh Cavalry to locate the 
winter encampment of suspected runaways 
In the vicinity of what is now the Oklahoma­
Texas border and force them to return to 
their reservation. Newly reinstated to his 
command and anXIOUS, no doubt. to make a 
good account of himself. Custer determined 
to carry out this order. On November 23 , 
1868, he led his company forth In search 
of the hostile camp. 

After a difficult march, advance scouts for 
the party came upon an Indian village along 
the banks of the Washita River. Trees hid 
part of the en"campment from view and It 
could not be decided with certainty whether 
those within were Kiowa, Cheyenne, 
Arapaho, or indeed, friendly or unfriendly 
Not knowlrg exactly of what tribe or number 
the Indians were, nevertheless, Custer led a 
dawn attack upon the unsuspecting village . 
Women and children were slain indiscrimi ­
nately along with the startled warriors who 
attempted a defense of the besieged camp 
Only later was It discovered that the village 
had been that of Black Kettle, a Cheyenne 
chief who had signed the Treaty of Medicine 
Lodge and was within the limits described 
by that agreement while encamped on the 
Washita . 



Fam ous or infamous, the Battle of the 
Washita was a complete success for Custer, 
except for the lingering question of the "Elliot 
affair:' This had to do with an incident that 
occurred during the course of the attack on 
Bla ck Kettle's camp. During the progress of 
the fighting, there appeared an opening In 
the surrounded village through which a band 
of warriors escaped and disappeared down­
stream. A Major Elliot led a party of caval ry­
men in hot pursuit. but failed to return when 
the contest was over. 

Custer says in his book, MV Life on the 
Plains, that " In spite of the most thorough 
search, there were st ili undiscovered Major 
Elliot and nineteen enlisted men, including 
the sergean t-major, for whose absence we 
were unable to satisfactorily account:' 

I n direct disagreement with the general's 
report is that of Benteen, who later stated 
in a letter to Goldin dated October 11 , 1894 ' 

At the Washita we lost Major Elliot, 
Sergt. Major Kennedv-a fine voung 
soldier, and 76 enlisted men, and damd if 
anv search was made for them ttll a fort­
night after, now, as ever, I want to get 
at who was to blame for not finding out 
then: - tlsn 't reallV worth while to know 
now, but I am not readv to subscribe to 
anv effort on the public's opinion to con­
vince me that Custer was a great man or 
a great warrior, au contraire, he was quite 
ordlnarV 

Whether or not Custer made a search for 
the miSSing men, one thing IS apparent from 
reviewing the events of this day that despite 
the dash and daring that carried him through 
this fight and brought him to the notice of 
the nation as one of its unbeatable cham ­
pions, his methods of warfare were at best 
unsound and would almost certainly lead to 
his undoing. 

••••• 

The next few years for Custer were rela­
tively quiet ones. Some of this time was 
spent in Kansas on light post duty or in enter­
taining friends and famous guests from the 
East. One of his most illustrious visitors 
during this period was the Grand Duke AlexIs, 
son of Tsar Alexander of Russia, who with 
Buffalo Bill Cody and General Sheridan came 
west on a trip to hunt buffalo DUring this 
brief respite, Custer also wrote many of the 
articles dealing with his adventures on the 
plains that were later incorporated Into his 
book. 

In 1871 , th e Seventh Cavalry was broken 
up and its members assig ned to different areas 
In the south. It was not to be reunited until 
the spring of 1873 when ordered to proceed 
north to Dakota Terri tory to help guard the 
right of way of the Northern Paci fic Railroad 
then under construction The following sum­
mer of 1874, Custer found himself In com­
mand of Fort Abraham Lincoln where, again, 
his Impetuous behavior precIpitated another 
situation potentially dangerous not only to 
himself but the men and women of the post 
for whom he was responsible. 

Indian raids on the mules corralled out­
Side the limits of Fort Lin coln had Increased 
In frequency. After one such attack, Custer 
led a band of his troopers In pursuit of the 
renegades, not giVing a thought. apparently, 
to the possibility that he might be leading 
his men Into a well prepared ambush. It need 
hardly be noted that the duties of a post 
commander did not Inc lud e his absenting 
himself from his principal command to chase 
wild Indians across the countryside. Custer 
was gone from Fort Lincoln for the remainder 
of the day with nearly all his able bodied 
men, pursuing an enemy that might wel l 
have circled back and attacked the fort In 
his absence 

Custer's luck held, and nothing befell the 
post This was but another Instance of the 
kind of behaVior that was soon to bring an 
end to his now celebrated career as well as 
the lives of 225 of his men at the Little Big 
Horn. 
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The rising of the Sioux and the Cheyenne 
in 1876 was the inevitable result of their 
continued unfavorable treatment at the 
hands of the whites. The Indians were not 
being provided for as agreed in the terms of 
the Treaty of 1868, and constant white en­
croachment upon their territory in the Black 
Hills went unnoticed by those in Washington. 
Americans were coming into Indian country 
in increasing numbers in search of gold as 
well as land . The situation was not long to 
be endured without protest from the pres­
sured northern tribes. 

Custer's part in the much debated Dakota 
campaign has been told so many times that 
we will not relate its particulars again , here, 
except where they provide us with clues to 
Custer's character and methods. Suffice to 
say that his incredible run of luck at last ran 
out. The Little Big Horn encounter proved 
to be his greatest. and final, engagement. 
Here he died with his immediate command, 
to the last man, and in so doing achieved 
undying fame and that place in history to 
which he so long aspired 

It may be that George Custer, if given the 
choice, would have preferred to die in the 
course of such a battle than to live longer 
and make less of a mark for himself. It does 
seem hard, now, to imagine what history 
would have said of him had he lived out his 
last days in a veterans' home. As he said of 
himself 

In vears long numbered with the past. 
as I was verging on manhood, mv everV 
thought was ambitious -not to be wealthv, 
not to be learned, but to be great. I de­
sired to link mV name with acts and men 
in such a manner as to be a mark of honor, 
not on IV to the present but to future 
generations. 

That he succeeded in realizing his ambi ­
tions was due as much , perhaps, to his re­
lentless drive as to his daring tactics or his 
at times outright disregard of ordinary direc­
tives from his superiors . But then, Custer was 
an extraordinary man, or certainly believed 
himself to be; and his belief was shared by 
multitudes of Americans who read of his 
exploits in the newspapers and marveled at 
his victories on the western plains The image 

of himself which he held and projected upon 
the public, the government. and the press 
was something larger than life, perhaps H is 
death stunned a nation that worshipped its 
frontier heroes. 

General Terry stated in a confidential tele­
gram dispatched to Sheridan on July 6, 
1876, that Custer disobeyed his orders is­
sued before the outset of the Little Big Horn 
offensive which directed "that Custer with 
his whole regiment should move up the 
Rosebud till he should meet a trail which 
Reno had discovered a few days before, but 
that he should not follow it directly to the 
Little Big Horn; that he should send scouts 
over it and keep his main force further to the 
south so as to prevent the Indians from slip­
ping between himself and the mountains" 

Custer was to walt for the other columns 
under Terry, Gibbon, and Crook to arrive 
and to coordinate efforts with these columns 
in the scheduled advance upon the enemy . 

"We calculated it would take Gibbon's 
column until the 26th (of June) to reach the 
mouth of the Little Big Horn:' continues 
Terry, "and that the Wide sweep which I had 
proposed Custer should make would require 
so much time that Gibbon would be able to 
cooperate with him In attacking any Indians 
that might be found on that stream:' 

The actual orders Issued to Custer prior 
to the engagement are not at all clear, how­
ever, and are yet today a topic of debate 
among military historians . They read 

The brigadier-general commanding 
directs that as soon as vour regiment can 
be made readv for the march, vou proceed 
up the Rosebud in pursuit of the Indians 
whose trail was discovered bV Major Reno 
a few davs hence. 

It is of course impossible to gIVe vou 
anv definite instructions in regard to this 
movement, and were it not Impossible to 
do so, the departmental commander places 
too much confidence in vour zeal, energv. 
and abilitV to wish to Impose upon vou 
precise orders which might hamper vour 
actions when nearlv In contact with the 
enemV He wil!, however, indicate his own 
views of what vour action should be, and 
he desires that VOU should conform to 

them unless Vou shall see sufficient reason 
for parting from them 

Whatever his reasons, Custer did not walt 
for the arrival of the supporting columns 
from the south and east. but instead urged 
his company forward towards an enemy he 
could neither see nor number. Uncertain as 
to the location of any body of hostile Indians, 
Custer disregarded what his advance scouts 
told him about a large village reported to 
lie beyond the place known as the Crow's 
Nest . He continued to advance, knowing 

that his presence in the area had been de­
tected and that he had lost that element of 
surprise upon which he so often relied . 

Custer, Reno, and Benteen are shown. in the 
illustration by Olaf Seltzer (below) wit h the 
famed Grey Horse Troop on t he eve .of the 
Seventh Cavalry's fatefu l encounter with t he 
Sioux on the Little Big Horn . 



Custer may have planned to use the same 
strategy as that which had made the Battle 
of the Washita a success; but again he neg­
lected to make a reconnaissance o f the area 
to determine the Size, strength, and position 
o f possible enemy forces. Despite the advice 
of his gUides who caut ioned that the Indian s 
were gathered In unprecedented numbers In 
the VICinity of the Little Big Horn, Custer 
diVided his command Into several parts and 
prepared to advance With a much reduced 
body of men upon an unknown enemy 

"That IS all that I blame Custer for:' wrote 
Benteen, "the scattering, as It were (two por­
tions of his command, anyway) to the , well, 
four winds, before he knew anything about 
the exact or approximate position of the 
indian village or the indians:' 

The supply train was ordered to rema In 
behind With a detachment of troopers to 
guard It. Benteen was directed to the sou th ­
west to look for hostile units, and Major 
Reno was sent ahead to lead an attack upon 
th village that Custer was not really sure 
eXisted. Th e plan seems to have been for 
Custer to attack the lower perimeter of the 
village while Ren o was engag ing the upper 
end . Ren o's forces were qUickly I-outed, 
however, and Custer's con ting ent never 
approached close enough to launch an 
attack. 

Once, dUring the Civil War, Custer had 
remarked With respect to his divIsion, that 
" No gun had ever been pOinted at that DIvI ­
sion but what they captured It:' HIs con f i­
dence was misplaced at the Little Big Horn 
The Indians rose up to meet him from out of 
the seemingly empty hills, surrounded his 
detachment and utterly overwhelmed It. 
Custer was thirtY-SIx years of age when he 
died With him died his brother Tom, winner 
of two medals of honor, another brother 
named Boston, a nephew by the name of 
Armstrong Reed , and a brother-In-law, James 
Calhoun. 

Crazy Horse Exhorting his Sub-chiefs, by 
Olaf Seltzer . A detail. 

Reno Routed, miniature oil by Olaf Seltzer . 
A detail. 

Custer 's Last Stand, another in Seltzer's 
miniature series . A detail. 

Pictured above is Lt . James H. Bradley dis­
covering the location of the Little Big Horn 
fight on June 27 , 1876. Another in the series 
of historical episodes depicted by Montana 
artist, Olaf Seltzer, this picture does not 
show all that is reported to have met the 
eyes of those who sought to identify the re­
mains of the Seventh Cavalry . Starkly empty, 
the scene is suggestive of the silence that 
must have prevailed over the battle site two 
days after General Terry's troops under 
Custer were annihilated by units of the war­
ring Dakota tribes . 

/ 
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In the aftermath of the Custer disaster, 
the nation mourned Its fallen heroes and 
loudly vOiced Its protests concerning the 
causes that had contrib uted to so dreadful a 
defeat at the hands of the Dakota SIOUX The 
fact that the United States at this time was 
In the midst of celebrating ItS Centennial 
Year with an exposition aimed at ItS industrial 
growth and development as a nation made It 
no easier for Americans to accept the defeat 
of their military forces on the frontier by 
nomadic savages. 

Among the first to report Custer's death 
was a Crow Indian scou t by the name of 
"Curley" who brought the news the following 
morning to th ose who wai ted aboard the 
river steamer, Far West Under the command 
of Captain Grant Marsh, the Far West had 
been stationed at the mouth of the Rosebud 
River to await the outcome of the campa ign . 
Under the gUidance of General Terry , It 
later transported the straggling survivors 
of both Reno's and Benteen's detachments 
down river to Bismarck, North Dakota, 
whence the news of Custer's annihilation was 
flashed by telegraph to a shocked and diS­
believing nation. 

Lieutenant James H. Bradley, chief of 
scouts under General Gibbon, was the first 
white man to come upon the battle site two 
days later on June 27th, 1876 At the time of 
hiS arrival, most of the bodies lYing nearer 
the deserted SIOUX camp are reported to 
have been so badly mutilated that many were 
unrecognizable Later that same day, Bradley, 
accompanied by Benteen, found and Identi ­
fied Custer's remains. HIS body had been 
stripped of all ItS clothing, but otherWise 
remained untouched. 
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