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INTRODUCTION

Gordon Harper’s remarkable book, Fights on the Little Horn: Unveiling the Mysteries of Custer’s Last Stand (Casemate Publishing, 2014) was conceived, researched, compiled, and written over a fifty-year period. It began when Mr. Harper, then a young minor league baseball player, accidentally exited a bus at the wrong place—what is now the Custer Battlefield National Monument—and ended when he passed away in May 2009.

After becoming fascinated with the story of the Battle of the Little Bighorn, Gordie (as he was known) discovered that many of the stories, secondary publications, and accounts of the battle were based on erroneous information. Speculation sometimes became fact, errors were repeated and enlarged, and the truth became lost behind legend. Gordie’s stated goal in writing the book was to compile all of the primary sources related to the battle and campaign—letters, reports, interviews, testimony, diary entries, and contemporary newspaper articles—and glean from them the information that was reliable, factual, and untainted by subsequent embellishment. His intent was to have all of those primary sources, plus the book he compiled based only on those sources, published simultaneously. The problem with that plan was that there were more than 1,700 pages, nearly two million words, of primary source material which, in addition to the 400 pages of his manuscript and more than 80 pages of bibliography, amounted to a larger publication than is realistic or cost beneficial for modern publishing houses.

Casemate Publishers overcame that problem by publishing the book both in traditional hard copy and in an electronic version, and the appendices and bibliography only as an e-book. That e-book is now available and before you.

In this publication readers will find a treasury of hard-to-find research material, including the orders issued by Brigadier-General Alfred H. Terry during the campaign, pertinent correspondence from key figures, the various accounts, narratives, journals and testimony from participants, plus a reference section covering such matters of significance as the proper organization of a cavalry regiment, Armstrong Custer’s Court Martial in 1867, the Seventh Cavalry’s rosters, and reports on the reburials at the battlefield.

All of these records are thoughtfully annotated by the author, where relevant, using the unique insight into all of these matters he gained from a lifetime of study of this fascinating episode in history. Everyone who uses this e-book has the rare privilege therefore, of benefiting from the extraordinary detective work of an extraordinary man.

Contained in these virtual pages are the words that made the Custer legend. Of all battles in the history of the world, few have generated more books and publications than the Little Bighorn, all of which had, or should have had, their genesis in these pages. Mr. Harper’s half century of research and writing, which sometimes required exhaustive searches for elusive manuscripts and obscure first-person accounts, has resulted in a compilation of materials unavailable in any other single place than here. They will not, and cannot, provide final answers to all of the questions that will forever be associated with that brief, brutal battle, but they represent the ultimate source book of information that no student, scholar, or history buff who is interested in “Custer’s Last Stand” should be without.

Gordon Richards and Monte Akers
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CAMPAIGN ORDERS

[CN] 1.1

[CT] THE ORDER FOR THE RENO SCOUT

The following is the Special Field Order for the Reno Scout to the Tongue River. This is the order that Reno disobeyed by marching to the Rosebud, disobedience which gave rise to much comment at the time but was of little actual importance as it turned out. The details of the scout itself are covered in some detail in the body of the text.

 HEADQUARTERS DEPARTMENT

 (In the Field)                         Camp on Powder River, June 10, 1876.

SPECIAL FIELD ORDERS NO. 11

1. The Quartermaster of the expedition is hereby ordered to purchase, for public use, two Mackinac boats, at a price not to exceed twenty-five dollars apiece.

2. Major M. A. Reno, 7th Cavalry, with six companies (the right wing) of his regiment, and one gun from the Gatling battery, will proceed, at the earliest practicable moment, to make a reconnaissance of the Powder River from the present camp to the mouth of the Little Powder. From the last-named point he will cross to the head waters of Mizpah Creek, and descend that creek to its junction with Powder River; thence he will cross the Pumpkin Creek and Tongue River, and descend the Tongue to its junction with the Yellowstone - where he may expect to meet the remaining companies of the 7th Cavalry and supplies of subsistence and forage.

Major Reno’s command will be supplied with subsistence for twelve days, and with forage for the same period, at the rate of two pounds of grain per day for each animal.

The guide, Mitch Boyer, and eight Indian Scouts, to be detailed by Lieutenant Colonel Custer, will report to Major Reno for duty with his column.

Acting Assistant Surgeon J.E. Porter is detailed for duty with Major Reno.

By Command of Brigadier General Terry:

ED. W. SMITH,

Captain 18th Infantry, A.D.C.,

Acting Assistant Adjutant General

Note the misidentification of the medical officer, Henry R. Porter, whom Smith apparently confused with Lieutenant James E. Porter of Company I, 7th Cavalry. Getting names wrong seemed to be a fairly common failing during the era, especially on the frontier. It does little to help the historian. Note also that this order is often taken to be order number two, although it was actually number eleven. This confusion apparently arose from someone mistaking the Roman numerals for two – (II) – for the Arabic number eleven and others picking up the error; although perhaps they simply gave the sub part number to the whole. It can readily be seen that the order to Custer ten days later is numbered fifteen, giving us a reliable check on the numbering employed and intended.

The boats mentioned belonged to George Herendeen, who had accompanied Gibbon’s column, but who was subsequently hired to accompany Custer.

It is an interesting exercise to compare the wording of all of the orders headed as such, and which appear in this appendix exactly as issued by General Terry’s headquarters, with the letter of instructions issued to Lieutenant Colonel Custer on the 22nd of June.

[CN] 1.2

[CT] THE ORDER ESTABLISHING THE COMMAND STRUCTURE OF THE DAKOTA COLUMN

The following is the official order establishing that General Terry would indeed command the Dakota Column in person.

 HEADQUARTERS DEPARTMENT OF DAKOTA

 In the Field Camp

 near Fort Abraham Lincoln, D.T.

 May 14, 1876

GENERAL FIELD-ORDERS NO. 1.

The Department Commander hereby assumes, in person, the command of the force organized for field operations.

The following named officers will act upon the staff:

Captain E.W. Smith, 18th Infantry, Acting Assistant Adjutant General.

Assistant Surgeon J.W. Williams, Chief Medical Officer.

Captain O.E. Michaelis, Ordnance Officer

1st Lieutenant H.J. Nowland, [sic] 7th Cavalry, Quartermaster

1st Lieutenant Edward Maguire, Corps of Engineers

Lieutenant Nowlan will discharge his duties upon the staff of the Department Commander in addition to those of Regimental Quartermaster.

The Indian Scouts will report to Lieutenant Colonel Custer, 7th Cavalry, for duty with his regiment. All interpreters, guides and other civil employees in the pay of the Quartermaster’s Department will report to Lieutenant H.J. Nowlan, Quartermaster of the force in the field, to be by him assigned to duty under direction of the Department Commander.

 By Command of Brigadier General Terry

 ED. W. SMITH, 18th Infantry,

 Acting Assistant Adjutant General

[CN] 1.3

[CT] THE ORDER TO CUSTER TO MOVE THE 7TH CAVALRY TO THE ROSEBUD

The following is the order issued to Lieutenant Colonel Custer to move the portion of his regiment then under his command to join the balance (which had just completed the scout under Reno), and march the whole to the mouth of the Rosebud. Note the labeling and wording.

HEADQUARTERS DEPARTMENT OF DAKOTA

In the Field, Camp at mouth of Tongue River

June 20, 1876

SPECIAL FIELD ORDERS NO. 15

Lieutenant-Colonel Custer, Commanding 7th Cavalry, will proceed without unnecessary delay, with the Headquarters and six companies of his regiment, the Indian Scouts, and the Gatling battery now at this camp, to the point occupied by the camp of Major Reno’s command, where he will assume command of the force there assembled, and to-morrow proceed with it to the mouth of Rosebud River, where he will await for further orders.

By command of Brigadier General Terry.

 ED. W. SMITH

 Captain, 18th Infantry, A.D.C.

 Acting Assistant Adjutant General

[CN] 1.4

[CT] THE LETTER OF INSTRUCTIONS TO LIEUTENANT COLONEL CUSTER ISSUED BY GENERAL TERRY ON JUNE 22, 1876

The document reproduced here is the famous “last order” to Custer - the order he is said to have disobeyed. All of it and portions of it are reproduced throughout the narrative and several other appendices, since it does play such a prominent role in discussions of the march and the fights; but it certainly requires inclusion in this section. No commentary is necessary here - there is sufficient of that in other places in this work - but I would simply draw the reader’s attention to the very real and readily apparent difference in the labeling and wording of this (supposedly the most important) “order” with those of the previous orders reproduced in this appendix.

HEADQUARTERS DEPARTMENT OF DAKOTA

In the Field)

 Camp at Mouth of Rosebud River,

 Montana, June 22nd, 1876.

Lieut. Col. G. A. Custer, 7th Cavalry.

Colonel:

The Brigadier-General Commanding directs that, as soon as your regiment can be made ready for the march, you will proceed up the Rosebud in pursuit of the Indians whose trail was discovered by Major Reno a few days since. It is, of course, impossible to give you any definite instructions in regard to this movement, and were it not impossible to do so, the Department Commander places too much confidence in your zeal, energy, and ability to wish to impose upon you precise orders which might hamper your action when nearly in contact with the enemy. He will however, indicate to you his own views of what your action should be, and he desires that you should conform to them unless you shall see sufficient reason for departing from them. He thinks that you should proceed up the Rosebud until you ascertain definitely the direction in which the trail above spoken of leads. Should it be found (as it appears almost certain that it will be found) to turn towards the Little Horn, he thinks that you should still proceed southward, perhaps as far as the headwaters of the Tongue, and then turn towards the Little Horn, feeling constantly, however, to your left, so as to preclude the escape of the Indians by passing around your left flank.

The column of Colonel Gibbon is now in motion for the mouth of the Big Horn. As soon as it reaches that point it will cross the Yellowstone and move up as far as the forks of the Big and Little Horns. Of course its future movements must be controlled by circumstances as they arise, but it is hoped that the Indians, if upon the Little Horn, may be so nearly inclosed by the two columns that their escape will be impossible. The Department Commander desires that on your way up the Rosebud you should thoroughly examine the upper part of Tullock’s Creek, and that you should endeavor to send a scout through to Colonel Gibbon’s Column, with information of the results of your examination. The lower part of the creek will be examined by a detachment from Colonel Gibbon’s command.

The supply steamer will be pushed up the Big Horn as far as the forks if the river is found to be navigable for that distance, and the Department Commander, who will accompany the Column of Colonel Gibbon, desires you to report to him there not later than the expiration of the time for which your troops are rationed, unless in the meantime you receive further orders.

Very Respectfully

Your Obedient Servant,

ED. W. SMITH, Captain, 18th Infantry

Acting Assistant Adjutant General





[PT] CAMPAIGN CORRESPONDENCE

[CN] 2.1

[CT] FREDERICK WILLIAM BENTEEN: A LETTER TO HIS WIFE, JULY 4, 1876

Captain Frederick William Benteen was one of the principal players in the controversy which naturally and unnaturally sprang up after the Custer disaster. Although many historians like to claim that the controversy did not arise until later and that, therefore, early correspondence on the fights should be reliable, historically, the fact of the matter is that those who had a particular axe to grind made sure that they had an early seat at the sharpening wheel. Among those was the redoubtable Captain Benteen, who grasped every opportunity that was afforded him to cast aspersions upon the reputation of his late commander.

Unfortunately for the good captain, he got so tangled up in his stories that he couldn’t quite keep straight what he had told to whom. The result was that he proved to be inconsistent in his “evidence”. A good example exists in this, one of several letters he wrote to his wife after the fights. The reader will note the reference to a letter of “yesterday”, being 3 July 1876. This latter seems to have been lost to history, but another - written in installments is reproduced elsewhere in this appendix. It is evident, then, that Benteen wrote letters to his wife on July 2nd, as part of the installment letter, on July 3rd and on July 4th. He must have developed a severe case of writer’s cramp!

In any event, it is necessary to recall that Benteen was the source for the mileage figures quoted by General Terry in his “I owe it to myself” report, which figures were highly inflated as to the last part of the march up the Rosebud - obviously with the express purpose of showing Custer’s alleged haste in attacking before Gibbon could get into position. In this letter of 4 July, Benteen gives entirely different mileage figures to his wife, figures which are much lower than those he gave Terry and which are closer to the actual mileages involved.

Benteen, knowing full well that all correspondence had a very good chance of making the newspapers, took the opportunity of echoing Terry’s criticisms of Custer (to which he had already contributed) categorically accusing him of disobedience of orders. He also misses no chance to laud his own performance.

The letter is reproduced here in its entirety, omitting only those parts which were illegible. Nothing of historical importance is thus lost; the personal parts are included.

July 4th 1876. Montana Camp 7th Cavalry.

Yellowstone River,

Opposite mouth of Big Horn River

My “Trabbie” darling.

I wrote you hastily yesterday, to get it off on Steamer “Far West”, which boat steamed off at 11 o’clock A.M. as intended. … I acknowledged the receipt of your 4 letters, the 5th one hasn’t come as yet, but, perhaps you meant that five had been written in all. I had just commenced this one to have it in readiness for an opportunity to send, when a courier or orderly comes around with a circular, announcing that a mail leaves at 6 P.M. to-day, so, I shall be in readiness this time, and have an opportunity of collecting my thoughts. I will commence this letter by sending (a copy of) the last lines Cooke ever wrote, which was an order to me to this effect

Benteen, Come on, Big Village,

Be Quick, bring packs,

P.S. Bring pac_s (He left out the k in last packs)

I have the original, but it is badly torn and it should be preserved - so keep this letter - as the matter may be of interest hereafter, likewise of value…This note was brought back to me by Trumpeter Martin, of my Co. (which fact saved his life). When I received it, I was five or six miles from the village or perhaps more, and the packs at least that distance in my rear. I did not go back for the packs, but kept on a stiff trot for the village, when getting on top of hill so that the village could be seen - I saw an immense number of indians on the plain - mounted of course and charging down on some dismounted men of Reno’s command; the balance of R’s command were mounted, and flying for dear life to the bluffs on the same side of river that I was. I then marched my 3 Co.s to them - and a more delighted lot of folks you never saw. To commence on the 22nd of June - Custer, with the 7th Cavalry left the Steamer Far West, Genl. Terry …, Genl. Gibbon’s command (which latter was then in on the side of river and in same camp in which we now are) and - moved up the Rosebud, marching 12 miles. The next day we marched 35 miles up the same stream. The next day - we marched 35 miles up same stream, and went into bivouac, remaining until 12 o’clock P.M. We then marched until about daylight, making about 10 miles, about half past five we started again - and after going 6 or 7 miles we halted and officers’ call was sounded. We were asked how many men of the companies were with the Co. Packs and instructed that only six could march with them and the discourse wound up with - that we should see that the men were supplied with the quantity of ammunition as had been specified in orders, and that the 1st that reported itself in readiness should be the advance Co. I knew that my Co. was in the desired condition and it being near the position of assembly, I went to it, reassured myself of same, then announced to Genl. Custer that “H” Co. was ready. He replied, the advance is yours Col. Benteen. We then moved four or five miles and halted between the slopes of two hills - and the regt. was divided into Battalions - Reno getting Co’s. “A”, “G” and “M”. I getting “D”, “H”, “K”. From this point I was ordered with my Battalion to go over the immense hills to the left, in search of the valley, which was supposed to be very near by, and to pitch into anything I came across - and to inform Custer at once if I found anything worthy of same. Well, I suppose I went up and down those hills for 10 miles - and still no valley anywhere in sight. The horses were fast giving out from steady climbing and as my orders had been fulfilled, I struck diagonally for the trail the command had marched on, getting to it just before the Pack train got there - or on the trail just ahead of it. I then marched rapidly and after about 6 or 7 miles came upon a burning tepee - in which was the body of an indian on a scaffold, arrayed gorgeously. None of the command was in sight at this time. The ground from this to the valley was descending - but very rough. I kept up my trot, and when I reached a point very near the ford which was crossed by Reno’s Battalion, I got my first sight of the valley and river - and Reno’s command in full flight for the bluffs to the side I was then on. Of course I joined them at once. The ground which Reno charged on was a plain 5 or 6 miles or 10 miles long and about one mile or more wide. Custer sent him in there - and promised to support him. After Reno started in, Custer with his five Co’s. instead of crossing the ford went to the right around some high bluffs - with the intention - as is supposed - of striking the rear of the village; from the bluffs on which he got he had his first glimpse of the whole of it - and I can tell you ‘twas an immense one. From that point, Cooke sent the note to me by Martin, which I have quoted on 1st page. I suppose after the five Co’s. had closed up somewhat Custer started down for the village, all throats bursting them selves with cheering; (so says Martin). He had 3 or 4 miles to go before he got to a ford - as the village was on the plain, on opposite side to Custer’s column. So, when he got over those 4 miles of rough country and reached the ford, the indians had availed themselves of the timely information given by the cheering - as to the whereabouts and intentions of that column, and had arrangements completed to receive it. Whether the indians allowed Custer’s column to cross at all, is a mooted question but, I am of the opinion that nearly - if not all of the five companies got into the village - but were driven out immediately - flying in great disorder and crossing by two, instead of the one ford by which they entered. “E” Co. going by the left - “F. I. and L” by the same one they crossed. What became of “C” Co. no one knows - they must have charged there below the village, gotten away - or have been killed in the bluffs on the village side of the stream - as very few of “C” Co. horses are found. Jack Sturgis’ and Porter’s clothes were found in the village. After the indians had driven them across it was a regular buffalo hunt for them - and not a man escaped. We buried 208 of the bodies of Custer’s command the 2d day after fight. The bodies were as recognizable as if they were in life. With Custer was Keogh, Yates and Tom Custer (3 capts.) 1st Lieuts. Cooke, A.E. Smith, Porter, Calhoun 4, 2d Lieuts. Harrington, Sturgis, Riley and Crittenden, (J.J. of 20th Inf.) Asst. Surgeon Lord was along - but his body was not recognized. Neither was Porter’s nor Sturgis’ nor Harrington‘s.

McIntosh and Hodgson were killed at Reno’s end of line - in attempting to get back to bluffs. De Rudio was supposed to have been lost - but the same night the indians left with their village - he came sauntering in dismounted accompanied by McIntosh’s cook. They had laid hidden away in the woods. He has a thrilling romantic story - made out already - embellished? You bet! The stories of O’Neill (the man who was with him) and De R’s of course couldn’t be expected to agree, but - far more of truth, I am inclined to think, will be found in the narrative of O’Neill, at any rate it is not at all colored and he is a cool, level headed fellow - and tells it plainly and the same way all the time - which is a big thing towards convincing one of the truth of a story.

I must now tell you what we did. When I joined Reno’s command we halted for the Packs to come up - and then moved along the line of bluffs towards the direction Custer was supposed to have gone in. Weir’s Co. was sent out to communicate with Custer but it was driven back We then showed our full force on the hills with guidons flying, that Custer might see us - but we could see nothing of him and couldn’t hear much firing, but could see an immense body of Indians coming to attack us, from both sides of the river. We withdrew to a saucer like hill, putting our horses and Packs in the bottom of saucer and threw all of our force dismounted around this corral: the animals could be riddled from only one point - but we had not men enough to extend our line to that - so we could not get it and therefore the indians amused themselves by shooting at our stock, ditto, men - but the men could cover themselves. Both of my horses (U.S. horses) were wounded. Well they pounded at us all of what was left of the 1st day and the whole of the 2d day - withdrawing their line with the withdrawal of their village - which was at dusk the 2d day. Corporal Loll, Meador and Jones were killed. Sergt. Pahl, both of the Bishops, Phillips, Windolph, Black, Sievers, Cooper etc. (21 alto. wounded). I got a slight scratch on my right thumb - which as you see doesn’t prevent me from writing you this long scrawl - and as this goes via Fort Ellis, it will be a long time in reaching you. Gen’l. Terry, with Gen’l. Gibbon’s command, came up the morning of the 3d day, about 10 o’clock. Indians had all gone the night before. Had Custer carried out the orders he got from Gen’l. Terry - the commands would have formed a junction exactly at the village and have captured the whole outfit of tepees etc. and probably any quantity of Squaws, Papooses, etc. etc. but Custer disobeyed orders from the fact of not wanting any other command or body to have a finger in the pie - and therefore lost his life. (3000 warriors were there) to read margin turn to page 1.

I told you in my letter of Yesterday that I had sent a pony, a nice little bay pony, down on the Far West - by Grant Marsh, for Fred. Grant Marsh wanted to bring you and Fred up here this trip but, on the whole, I guess you had better not come - ‘tis too dangerous a business for you. The name of the Lodge to which I belong is Saint Louis Lodge, No.5 I.O.O.F., and the Encampment is Wildey Encampment, both of St. Louis. I am anxious to hear from both of them.

Any communication addressed to the….of Saint Louis Lodge, No.5 I.O.O.F. or to the … of “Wildey Encampment” I.O.O.F. - both of St. Louis - will be gotten all right. If you have an opportunity of sending my papers by some boat that is coming directly to us send them, otherwise, do not. Boston Custer, Young Mr. Reed, a nephew of Gen’l. Custer, were killed: also, Kellogg, the reporter. I am very much obliged for the remembrances of Mr…. and Mrs…. — return mine to them with interest, also to all the other good people of the garrison. I am glad to know that trumpet did not sound alarm often.

There was nothing about our game that … at the store but that I owed … $20. which I gave him. …

This is a long scrawl but not much in it after all - and I am about getting to the end of my tether. Reno has assumed command - and Wallace is Adjutant, Edgerly Qr Mr. By the death of our Captains, Nowlan, Bell and Jackson, 3 “Coffee-Coolers” are made Captains and Godfrey is Senior 1st Lt. Mathey 2d Gibson 3d. quick promotion. I am inclined to think that had McIntosh divested himself of that slow poking way which was his peculiar characteristic, he might have been still in the land of the living. A Crow indian, one of our scouts who … in the village, reported that our men killed a great many of them - quite as many - if not more than was killed of ours. The indians during the night got to fighting among themselves and killed each other - so the Crow says - he also said as soon as he got possession of a Sioux blanket, he felt all right - as there was such a collection of indians, many of them wholly unacquainted, that not the slightest attention was paid to him. There was among them Cheyennes, Arapahoes, Kiowas and representatives probably from every Agency on the Missouri. A host of them there sure.

Well - Wifey, Darling. I think this will do for a letter, so - with oceans of love to you and Fred and kisses inumerable, I am Devotedly - Your Husband. Fred Benteen.

[PS] The latest and probably correct account of the battle is that none of Custer’s command got into the village at all. We may not be back before winter. Think so very strongly.

[CN] 2.2

[CT] FREDERICK BENTEEN: A LETTER TO HIS WIFE, WRITTEN IN DATED INSTALLMENTS, COMMENCING JULY 2, 1876

Captain Frederick Benteen was one of the most prolific writers on the subject of the fights on the Little Horn among all the survivors of that action and yet he had virtually nothing published over his own name. Almost everything he wrote was in the form of letters or manuscripts which were designed to influence the opinions of others while keeping him out of the picture - except in a flattering light. Even his correspondence to his wife appears to have been self-aggrandizing and deliberately misleading. Benteen seemed to have been positively incapable of saying anything good about anyone except himself and he invariably stretched the truth to deliberately show himself to the best possible advantage.

While his letters certainly give some interesting background as to life in the field - and illustrate his personal propensity for taking things as easy as possible - they are so severe in dealing with his brother officers that virtually everything he says must be taken with a grain of salt.

This particular letter was written in dated installments over a four-week period—July 2–1876—and consists of eight pages of typical Benteen communications, i.e. a little bit of self-serving puffery, a few adverse comments about his confreres, and, of course, as much damning of Custer’s reputation as he can squeeze in. The more one reads Benteen, the more it becomes obvious that he thinks or hopes that all of his correspondence will eventually get into the public domain.

A full discussion of Benteen and his writings is given elsewhere, so the installment letter is reproduced here in its entirety without commentary.

Str. “Far West”

Mouth of Big Horn & Yellowstone

July 2, 1876

My darling Wife -

We have just arrived at this point, marching from the indian village. On the 25th of June, last Sunday, week, Genl. Custer divided the 7th Cay. into 3 Battn’s. - about 15 miles from an indian village, the whereabouts of which he did not know exactly. I was ordered with 3 Co’s., D, H, & K, to go to the left for the purpose of hunting for the valley of the river - indian camp - or anything I could find. I found nothing, and after marching 10 miles or so in pursuit of the same, determined to return to Custer’s trail. Reno had 3 Co’s. (A, G, M.)

When Custer arrived in sight of indians, he ordered Reno to charge - and promised to support him. R. did so - but Custer went a long way off to the right, behind the bluffs - intending to attack the village at the opposite end to R. the result of which was - that Custer, Keogh, Yates, Tom Custer, Cook, Porter, Calhoun, Sturgis, Harrington, Riley, J.J. Crittenden, & A.E. Smith & Dr. Lord were killed and with them every man of the 5 Co’s. who were along. Reno with his 3 Co’s. was driven to the bluffs, & I with mine arrived just in time to save them & mine. Tom McDougall, who was back with his Co., in charge of the pack train, got up with us all right. We endeavored to go where Custer had gone, not seeing or hearing from him however, but we could not do it and had to fall back to a ravine or series of depressions in ground where we corralled our packs, and kept them off nicely - the next day they came at us more fiercely - but could do nothing with us save shoot the animals - and kill a few men - the 3d day Genls. Terry & Gibbon came up - but the indians struck their village & left the night before. There was 5000 of them - So Genl. Sheridan telegraphs Genl. Terry

Str. “Far West” July 23d 1876

Mouth of Yellowstone & Rosebud

My Darling Wife:

The Steamer is now taking on wood, at the camp, where one month ago, yesterday, Genl. Custer cut loose from Genl. Terry - and started up the Rosebud. We started out in “Grand Galore,” Genls. Terry, Gibbon & Brisbin (Maj. 2nd Cav.) and their staffs, witnessing the Review, which passed them in column of fours, guidons flying, trumpets sounding the March &c. Custer remained until the column passed. Little did he think, that in 3 more days five full companies of that gallant command - along with himself - would be totally annihilated - not one of them left to tell the story! But! ‘twas so ordained. It was at this point he issued the order breaking up Wings & Battalions. We are now bound up the river to the command - which is below the mouth of the Big Horn, Gibbon, Comdg. Our trip up has been thus far pleasant and uneventful. I have fully recovered - and feel first rate - tho’ I think should feel much better were this Str. heading for Rice.

July 24, 76

We cached (i.e. hid) 65 tons of freight on the bank today on account of fearing that there wasn’t water enough in the river, but I think they are of the opinion, now, that the proceeding wasn’t at all necessary. Met two companies of 2d Cay. with 2 Gatling guns under Lieut. Low, the Dtchmt under command of Capt. Wheelan, of 2d (crossed sabers) who thought they were about 50 miles from command: they were simply scouting around. Wheelan informed us that Capt. Thompson, of his Regt. had blown his brains out in camp - cause, sickness, whisky etc. Wheelan, by the by, told me some time ago soon after our fight - that he met my father in St. Louis at the Cav. Barracks, was introduced to him by Genl. Sturgis; Queer, isn’t it? In one month more - today - I shall be XLII (Five & Forty cts)! “The Bulk!” I hope you have thought to have the newspapers of the post which contained references to our Expedition preserved for me- as we will not see many of those articles. I have Winsburg & the mare & “Cuff” aboard the Str. Thought it best to bring them up so: “Cuff” would liked to have gone down - but I thought probably ‘twould be better to keep the horses up here.

Lieut. Walker of 17th showed me a portion of a letter from his wife - in which she stated that they had a rumor down there that Moylan, Gibson & DeRudio showed the white feather in fight of 25th; the same rumor prevailed thro’ the camp on Powder river: Moylan heard of it and threatened vengeance dire on the perpetrator of the rumor. I think had DeR., made as good use of his eyes as 15 or 20 of the men did he would have gotten out as they did - and neither M. nor G. exhibited any great degree of activity - according to my light, probably others - the men, may have seen it so and such things fly fast. Long ere this you will have gotten my long letter, by “Josephine,” and I suppose you have answered as lengthily by the boats coming up with 5th and 22d Infty. Tell Fred I shall expect to have him read me some nice little stories by the time I get back; he must learn to ride his pony, but that must be kept for amusement after his studying is done. I have told you how the pay accts. left with you could be used - one being made out for July - the other can be used for any number of months on one. I will quit this now - as I have nothing I can think of to say - So - until then, will leave another page.

July 25 - 1876.

Str. “Far West” 12:30 P.M.

My Trabbie Darling,

Just one month ago - today - at just about this time of day, Genl. Custer and his command commenced the attack on the indian village - one short half hour finished I think - that five Co’s. One would think that but a short space of time to dispatch so large a number of men, but when the immense number of indians attacked is taken into consideration, and the fact that the cavalry was probably thrown into a panic at the 1st check received - and gotten in just the condition that indians would get a herd of buffalo, suiting their peculiar mode exactly, it is not so very surprising.

I had a queer dream of Col. Keogh the night before last, ‘twas, that he would insist upon undressing in the room in which you were. I had to give him a “dressing” to cure him of the fancy. I rarely ever thought of the man - and ‘tis queer I should have dreamt of him. We are steaming along very slowly - and ‘twill probably take us until tomorrow about this time, to reach camp at Big Horn. I don’t think ‘tis at all settled that the site of the depot will be at that point - as it cannot - perhaps - be supplied by boats.

Steamer “Far West” Sunday July 30, 1876

Yellowstone, opposite Rosebud

My Darling Wife,

We arrived at this point today - marching from the Big Horn. The weather has been hot enough to cook eggs without other fire than the sun furnished. I can tell you it has been terrific.

Grant Marsh has just told me that the boat was going down to Powder River for the grain that was left there by us - and he wants me to go down with him. I should like very much to do so, but there are so many things to do around the company that I can illy afford to be absent at this time.

My last letter was sent via Fort Ellis - it will take sometime to get around by that route - if it gets at all - which is exceedingly doubtful. It is a matter of speculation whether we shall…..the indians on other side of Yellowstone. I believe Genl. Crook is impressed with the belief that they are being reinforced from the Agencies - and other officers think we shall find them. I am of the opinion that as soon as we cross to the South side they will come to the N. side, for on this side is all the game, - i.e. buffalo. I cannot think that such an immense body of indians can have been kept together for so long a period - and can be held in a country where small game, such as Elk, deer & Antelope is about all they can find.

Sergt. McLaughlin’s time is out tomorrow. I don’t suppose he will care to re-enlist. Were I in his place I should not. He will have to remain until a boat goes down. There isn’t the slightest thing new going on - I am well. I haven’t had an opportunity of answering Dr. Taylor’s letter as yet, but shall do so. Remember me kindly to everybody. Oceans of kisses & love to you & Fred.

Devotedly - your husband

Fred Benteen

[CN] 2.3

[CT] JAMES H. BRADLEY: A LETTER TO THE HELENA HERALD, PUBLISHED JULY 25, 1876

First Lieutenant James H. Bradley, of the 7th Infantry, was the Chief of Scouts for Gibbon’s column and has been mentioned several times throughout the narrative portion of this work. It was Bradley who first discovered the large Indian encampment [duly reported to Gibbon, who failed to act] and Bradley’s scout detail which found the first indications of the extent of the Custer disaster. Bradley kept a meticulously detailed journal of the campaign, but was killed [at the Battle of the Big Hole in 1877] before he could complete his writings.

The first accounts of the Custer fight were sketchy, but they were quickly followed by lurid and sensational stories of mass mutilation and skimpy burials - which stories were a decided source of concern for the families of the dead and for the military authorities as well. Bradley tried to dispel the effects of these stories by writing to the Helena Herald to give a first-hand account of the discovery and condition of the bodies. The mutilations and burials are discussed at length in Appendix 5.8, and Discussions 5 & 6. It is sufficient to note here that Bradley’s version, although at variance with many other accounts, has been widely accepted and quoted, especially as it refers to Custer himself. My personal opinion is that Bradley’s letter was carefully calculated to give some measure of solace to the families and friends of the victims and particularly to Mrs. Custer, but that the mutilations were far more widespread than Bradley chose to say.

 Helena, M.T.

 July 25, 1876.

To the Editor of the Herald,

In the presence of so great a disaster as that which overtook the regular troops on the Little Horn, and the consequent excited state of the public mind, and its eagerness to get hold of every detail, however minute, of that unfortunate affair, it is to be expected that many stories of a sensational character, having no foundation in truth, would obtain with the public. Of such character is that now going the rounds of the press to the effect that the Sioux had removed Custer’s heart from his body and danced around it, a story related upon the authority of one Rain-in-the-Face, a Sioux Chief, who participated in the fight and afterwards returned to his agency. Of the same character, also, is the sweeping statement as to the general shocking mutilation of the bodies of the soldiers who fell on that occasion. The bare truth is painful enough to the relatives and friends of these unfortunate men without the cruel and gratuitous exaggeration of their grief that must come from the belief that they had been horribly mutilated after death. It, therefore, seems to me worth while that these stories should receive emphatic contradiction, and being in a position to make such a denial, I address you this letter with that object.

In my capacity as commandant of the Scouts accompanying General Gibbon’s column, I was usually in the advance in all his movements, and chanced to be upon the morning of the 27th of June, when the column was moving upon the supposed Indian village in the Little Horn Valley. I was scouting the hills some two or three miles to the left of the column upon the opposite bank of the river from that traversed by the column itself, when the body of a horse attracted our attention to the field of Custer’s fight, and hastening in that direction the appalling sight was revealed to us of his entire command in the embrace of death. This was the first discovery of the field, and the first hasty count made of the slain, resulting in the finding of 197 bodies reported to General Terry. Later in the day I was sent to guide Colonel Benteen of the 7th Cavalry to the field, and was a witness of his recognition of the remains of Custer. Two other officers of that regiment were also present and they could not be mistaken, and the body so identified was wholly unmutilated. Even the wounds that caused his death were scarcely discoverable (though the body was entirely naked), so much so that when I afterwards asked the gentlemen whom I had accompanied whether they had observed his wounds, they were forced to say that they had not.

Probably never did hero who had fallen upon the field of battle appear so much to have died a natural death. His expression was rather that of a man who had fallen asleep and enjoyed peaceful dreams, than one who had met his death amid such fearful scenes as that field had witnessed, the features being wholly without ghastliness or any impress of fear, horror or despair. He had died as he lived, a hero, and excited the remark from those who had known him and saw him there, ‘You could almost imagine him standing before you.’ Such was Custer at the time of his burial on the 28th of June, three days after the fight in which he had fallen, and I hope this assurance will dispose of the horrible tale of the mutilation and desecration of his remains.

Of the 206 bodies buried on the field, there were very few that I did not see, and beyond scalping, in possibly a majority of cases, there was little mutilation. Many of the bodies were not even scalped, and in the comparatively few cases of disfiguration, it appeared to me the result rather of a blow with a knife, hatchet, or war club to finish a wounded man, than deliberate mutilation. Many of Custer’s men must have been disabled with wounds during the fight, and when the savages gained possession of the field, such would probably be mainly killed in the manner indicated. The bodies were nearly all stripped, but it is an error to say that Kellogg, the correspondent, was the only one that escaped this treatment. I saw several entirely clothed, half a dozen at least, who, with Kellogg, appeared to owe this immunity to the fact that they had fallen some distance from the field of battle, so that the Indians had not cared to go to them, or had overlooked them when the plundering took place.

The real mutilation occurred in the case of Reno’s men, who had fallen near the village. These had been visited by the squaws and children and in some instances the bodies were frightfully butchered. Custer’s field was some distance from the village and appears not to have been visited by these hags, which probably explains the exemption from mutilation of those who had fallen there.

Yours truly,

James H. Bradley,

1st Lieut. 7th Inft.

[CN] 2.4

[CT] WALTER CAMP AND THE KANIPE LETTERS

During his researches in the early 1900s, Walter Camp corresponded with many persons connected with, or having information about, the fights on the Little Horn. The following reproduced letters are part of his correspondence with Daniel Knipe and they are given without commentary with only a minimal number of notes - except to say that they contain several points of interest, especially regarding Peter Thompson and other “stragglers” from Custer’s command. I have edited them to the extent of removing purely personal passages

New York

October 6, 1910

Grand Union Hotel

Friend Kanipe:

About two years ago I met Capt. Gibson and told him about Peter Thompson and Watson straggling back from Custer’s five companies at the Battle of Little Big Horn, and he said he would not believe it because Richard P. Hanley had worked for him in the street sweeping department of New York City for eight years, and he and Hanley had often talked over the battle and Hanley had never told him about Thompson. Gibson said that if Thompson had ever had such experience Hanley would surely know about it and would surely have told Gibson about It.

Hanley left Gibson in 1902, and Gibson told me that Hanley had died about 1906. For this reason I had supposed all along that Hanley was dead.

About two weeks ago I learned that Hanley had been retired as a sergeant in 1892, and I at once wrote to the Adjutant General in Washington to get the exact date of Hanley’s death.

I was surprised to get a reply that Hanley was still in the flesh, at 23 Green Street, Boston, and so when I came here I arranged to come by way of Boston and wrote Hanley in advance that I would like to see him.

I met Hanley night before last, in Boston, and had a talk with him 3 1/2 hours [refer to B5.92]. He is a jolly nice fellow to meet and was tickled to see me and hear about you and the rest of the old veterans whom I have seen.

Hanley is 68 years old, but looks as though he had taken good care of himself. He is taller than you and stouter - a very large man. He has never been married.

After he left Gibson, here in New York, he went to California “to blow in $2000,” as he said; and he lives in one place until he gets tired and then moves to another. Next week he is going to move to New York.

Well, Hanley told me a whole lot about the battle of Little Big Horn, and he said some nice things about you and Peter Thompson. He seemed to take quite a fancy to Thompson and said he was a very reliable man.

Of course, I was interested to have him tell me about Thompson, without my telling him what I already knew, so I began by asking him to name the men who were with the packs on June 25, 1876. He named them over, one after another, but said nothing about Thompson. I asked him if there was not a man named Thompson with the packs and he said no. He then went on to tell me that Thompson, Brennan and John Fitzgerald had not been with the packs, but had straggled back from Custer and the 5 companies. Watson, he could not remember.

Of course this was all very satisfactory to me, and I asked him why he had never told Capt. Gibson about the matter. He laughed and said that enlisted men were not in the habit of telling officers everything they knew…..

Yesterday, I met Gen Chas. F. Roe, who was a lieutenant with Gibbon in 1876, and he asked me if I had ever heard that a dead cavalry soldier was found near the Rosebud, down near the Yellowstone, about a month after the battle of Little Big Horn. I told him that I had heard about him and could tell him the soldier’s name – Nathan Short of C Company, 7th Cavalry.

He said the incident was well authenticated and was much talked of at the time among Gibbon’s officers. He was much surprised to learn that none of the 7th Cavalry officers ever heard of this matter and that they will not believe that a dead soldier, with his carbine, was ever found there…

Yours truly, W. M. Camp

April 4, 1923

Box 72

Sergeant Daniel A. Kanipe

Marion, N.C.

My dear Mr. Kanipe:

I thank you for a copy of the Asheville Sunday Citizen of Jan. 14, containing your story of the battle of the Little Big Horn, sent me some weeks ago. The storey is well written and it gave me the first information I had of the death of Trumpeter Martin, who, as it seems, died in December. This leaves you the last of the living white men to see Custer alive, which is quite a distinction. …

Now I want to take up with you, for some further discussion Peter Thompson story of his experience on the afternoon of June 25, 1876, after he left his company because of his played-out horse. You know that neither you nor I could ever reconcile his story about seeing Gen. Custer in person down at the river a few minutes before Custer’s battle started up on the ridge.

Now a year ago last fall Peter Thompson was in Washington at the burial of the Unknown Soldier and Gen. Godfrey gave a dinner at the Army & Navy Club to a half dozen enlisted men who were survivors of the battle of the Little Big Horn. Among these was Thompson, and he told them his story of all that happened after he left Custer’s command, just as he told it to you and me on the battlefield. Godfrey and the rest of them did not believe him and told him so and Thompson took offense and left before the party broke up. However, it is a fact beyond dispute that Thompson was a straggler from Custer’s 5 companies, but all the things he tells of seeing can hardly be reconciled with known facts.

As I recall what you told me of Thompson, you saw him come up the slope from the river bottom, leading his horse, but did not see Watson with him. In all my investigations I have never yet found any one who ever heard Watson tell of being with Thompson that afternoon.

Now I have found a man of French’s company named Slaper, who enlisted with Watson in Cincinnati in 1875 and was discharged with him at Ft. Meade in 1880, and they were intimate friends whenever the two companies were thrown together.

Slaper says he remembers distinctly that on the evening of June 25, 1876, Watson came in with the rear guard, under McDougall, leading his horse, and explained that his horse had played out some distance back toward the Rosebud and that he had waited until the rear guard came along and then walked along with it leading his played-out horse. Slaper says Watson never at that, or any other time, ever told him of being with Thompson, although they often talked over together the events of the battle. He feels sure that if Watson ever had such a thrilling experience down at the river, opposite to the Indian village, as Thompson tells about, he would undoubtedly have told him something about it.

Now what do you think of this story of Slaper’s? You rode back and met McDougall somewhere near the water hole and then was with the rear guard until it reached the river, and if Watson was with the rear guard then I wonder if you would recall it?

John Mahoney, who was with the rear guard all day, or at least with the pack train all day, was the first to tell me that Watson was with Thompson; so the story of Slaper disagrees with that of Mahoney. If Watson fell back to the rear guard, being one of Mahoney own company, it would seem that Mahoney would have remembered the incident.

On the other hand, as Watson was of your own company, and you did not see him come in with Thompson, it does seem strange that you do not recall having learned how he came to be with the party on Reno Hill instead of with his company under Custer.

If I make myself clear, I wish you would write me the result of your deliberation over this matter after you have had time to think about it. Most of Thompson’s story is plausible to me, but there are some things about it that are difficult to understand.

Yours truly, W. M. Camp

March 30, 1926 Chicago

Mr. Daniel A. Kanipe, Marion, N. C.

Dear Friend:

I was pleased to get your letter before the holidays enclosing such a good photograph of yourself, and giving me the information that you had three sons in the big war. The fact that you put on the uniform of Uncle Sam, again, yourself, and sent so many of your family looks good for patriotism. …

After reading your letter I came to the conclusion that none of the scouts in the picture was Bloody Knife, and did not send the pictures to Peter Thompson. I am satisfied that it is no use to pursue that line of inquiry any further.

In regard to scouts, I have recently read something about Charlie Reynolds’ body or remains that does not seem likely to me, and I am going to tell it to you, for such comment as you may think it is worth. It is stated that when Reynolds’ body was found, down there in the flat, the head was gone that is, the Indians had cut off the head. Also, that a few years later some professor of the University of Michigan went out and took up the remains and buried them near Ann Arbor, Mich. I want to ask if you ever heard that Reynolds’ remains were taken east for burial.

Col. Wheeler, a retired officer of the 5th Cavalry, recently wrote me that, in the battle with the Cheyennes under Dull Knife, in November, 1876, a memorandum book was found in the village that had been carried by Sergt. Bobo, of C Company, 7th Cavalry, which the Cheyennes had probably got at the battle of the Little Big Horn, the June before. He says the names of all of C Company were in the book, and also the details that had been made the morning of June 25, 1876.

Col. Wheeler says this book was in a collection at Governor’s Island a number of years, but the whole collection of Indian relics and other things, including the book, was finally sold to a French artist, and the whole thing was lost by the sinking of a steamer on which the Frenchman was taking it to France. It struck me that this bit of history with reference to your first sergeant at the battle of the Little Big Horn might be of interest to you.

I keep adding something to my historical information of the West, from time to time, and expect to get out a pretty good complete history some day, but the publishing business is away up in the air these days.

Yours sincerely, W. M. Camp

[CN] 2.5

[CT] WALTER MASON CAMP: A LETTER TO CHARLES A. WOODRUFF, FEBRUARY 28, 1910

Walter Camp was definitely and demonstrably one of the best of the old-time Custer/Little Horn researchers, although, like most of them he tended to be end-selective in his methods and interviews. He came to believe very strongly in the accounts of Curley, the famous Crow scout - a belief that I do not share. To my mind, Camp’s own researches clearly illustrate that Curley was, at best, an inconsistent narrator and I think that the inconsistencies in the Curley stories renders them all virtually worthless - except perhaps for some geographical information.

Camp, as mentioned, held the opposite view and he believed that it was the other Crows who were the liars. He defended this viewpoint in the 1910 letter to Charles A. Woodruff which appears below. This letter was never finished, for some reason, but it clearly delineates Camp’s reasoning, which on the surface of it seems perfectly acceptable until one remembers that he does not address the inherent contradictions between Curley’s various accounts, dealing only with the differences between Curley and the other Crows.

Charles Woodruff was with Gibbon’s Montana Column, a Second Lieutenant in Company K 7th Infantry. During the campaign he served as Adjutant of the infantry battalion and was noted as being in command of one of the Gatling guns. Like many of the campaign participants, particularly those on the fringes of the Little Horn disaster, Woodruff maintained a life-long interest in the fight and its personalities. He also maintained a correspondence with many of the other participants and with some of the writers on the subject and was a minor contributor to the literature himself [refer to B5.157 & B5.578].

It should be noted that, at the time of the letter, Camp had already interviewed Curley extensively, in 1908 and 1909, and would again discuss the battle with him, in 1910 and 1913 [see Appendices 3.15/16 & refer to B4.80 & B5.71]. In the letter to Woodruff, Camp says that Curley’s accounts clearly indicate that Custer must have stopped in Medicine Tail Coulee for some time and since this coincides with what they, Camp and Woodruff believe occurred, Curley must therefore be telling the truth. This is a common failing among historians, no matter how well-intentioned they may be, to accept evidence as trustworthy solely because it dovetails with or confirms their already-formed opinions. And Camp also falls into another common trap - accepting one story because he disbelieves another. It is neither good sense nor good history to accept Curley’s account simply because White Man Runs Him might be mistaken or lying, or both. Both scouts’ stories might well be fallacious.

When Camp interviewed Curley later the same year (19 July) however, Curley stated flatly, in answer to specific questions, that Custer had not halted in Medicine Tail. This may partly account for Camp not finishing or sending the letter to Woodruff.

I have done some minor editing to Camp’s missive, but have not added any commentary.

… Referring to your long-time impression that Curley might have gotten all of his knowledge of the Custer fight from the hills east of the battlefield, I will say that Curley does tell of seeing something of the fight from this distance. He tells of looking back twice after leaving the scene of the conflict. He tells of so many things, however, that check up with the known facts, and throw light upon matters otherwise mysterious, that I have been willing to give him the benefit of the doubt if it cannot be proven by substantial testimony that he actually ran away before the fight started. …

I have already told you that Goes Ahead told me nothing that disputed Curley’s story in the least. Goes Ahead said that no one of the three Crows went as far as Medicine Tail Coulee, so could not have been with Custer’s command in that coulee, and that no one of the three saw or heard any part of Custer’s fight - says they turned back on the bluff and went southward too early to have seen any of Custer’s movements in the vicinity of Medicine Tail Coulee. He admits that they told Bradley’s Crows the next morning that Custer’s men were all being killed, but explains that after they saw Reno’s men being chased out of the valley and shot down as they ran, they concluded that all of the regiment would meet the same fate. He says that they had seen the full size of the village. …

Now White Man told me quite a different story, saying that Custer saw Reno’s battle from the bluffs (which is entirely preposterous) and that the three Crows then went as far as Medicine Tail Coulee with Custer and then were given permission to go back, etc. Goes Ahead statement not only disagrees with this but also says that Custer had gone out of sight behind the bluff quite some time before Reno’s fight began. Curley says that Reno’s fight started just as he and Bouyer got to the high point, which is almost a mile, the way a horse will travel, from the point where Custer disappeared from view of Reno, and a little more than a mile from the DeWolf marker.

In regard to Benteen’s statement about meeting the Crows, he is very clear as to the time and place, and is corroborated by Godfrey and several of the enlisted men - and by Goes Ahead and White Man Runs Him himself. Benteen met the three Crows on the first rise of the bluffs north of the mouth of Sundance Creek. This is 1600 or 1800 feet north of Ford “A,” and about I 1/2 miles, in an air line, south of Reno Hill (where Reno was corralled two days). Godfrey stated to me personally that they … met the Crows here and that he … rode up to one of the Crows and tried to talk to him. … Both White Man Runs Him and Goes Ahead give clear statements about meeting Benteen’s command … in fact White Man Runs Him goes into detail about it. …

We thus have the testimony of Benteen, Godfrey, Goes Ahead, and White Man testifying against himself, to prove that the three Crows were in the vicinity of Ford “A” when Benteen came along, and if they were there they could not have gone as far as Medicine Tail Coulee with Custer, or rather met Custer there, as White Man claims.

Now if White Man and Hairy Moccasin have deliberately falsified about being in Medicine Tail with Custer, it is easily seen why they wish to dispose of Curley in the way that they do. Supposing they were down in the coulee stated, and that Bouyer told them they could go back, the question would naturally arise why did Curley not go back with the other three, if he were with them? Surely enough, if they were going to impress people with their bravery in following Custer until told to go back, they must account for Curley, or else Curley would appear to be a very brave man to go on with the command when told that he need not do so. If they admitted that Curley was with Bouyer when they left, then in case Bouyer did not give them permission to go back, they would have to “fix it up” with Curley in order to make their story hold. Now Curley says that the three Crows left without permission, and a good distance short of Medicine Tail. He says that when Bouyer and his Crows got within about 1/2 mile of Medicine Tail Coulee, following the line of bluffs, (Custer having gone around by way of the branch coulee behind the bluffs, and striking Medicine Tail Coulee more than a mile from the river, all as you understand very well), when Bouyer and the four Crows got within this distance of Medicine Tail, Bouyer began looking over east to see what Custer was doing. Presently Custer and command showed up, in the distance, coming down the coulee, and Bouyer said they had better go down to the command and see what the orders were. As Bouyer rode off in the direction of Custer and his command, the three Crows suddenly became “absent without leave” and he (Curley) followed Bouyer. (Does not this show that Custer had halted up in the coulee some distance from the river, as both you and I believe he did? And how did Curley know that, if he was not there?). Curley gave me this information on the ground. We were then behind the high point and, by looking east….. could see up Medicine Tail Coulee quite a distance. I do not find in my notes the positive statement of Curley that Custer had halted in the coulee, and it did not then occur to me to ask, but the fact that Boyer and Curley started over east to join Custer (these two being between Custer and the river) must indicate that Custer had halted his command. …

If Curley was not there and the three Crows were there, and Curley afterward made up his story from hearing the three telling of their experience, why is it that his story checks up so much better with the known facts than theirs? And why is his information, all seemingly probable, so much more complete than theirs?

Now if it can be conclusively proven that the three Crows were not in Medicine Tail Coulee with Custer’s command (and I am pretty near to conclusions in the matter, in my own mind), then I will not believe a word that White Man and Hairy Moccasin say against Curley - certainly not, seeing that Goes Ahead agrees with Curley, as far as he (Goes Ahead) goes. …

[CN] 2.6

[CT] FIRST LIEUTENANT JOHN CARLAND, 6TH INFANTRY: A LETTER TO ELIZABETH CUSTER, DECEMBER 4, 1877

John Carland was the First Lieutenant of Company B, Sixth Infantry, which was a part of Terry’s command on the march to the Rosebud. There this company, under Captain Stephen Baker, was detailed to duty aboard the Far West. Lieutenant Carland is perhaps best known to students of the Custer battle as the man who is alleged to have brought Mary Adams before a notary public to swear an affidavit as to Terry’s final verbal instructions to Armstrong Custer on the night of 21 June 1876 [see Discussion 1].

Carland wrote Mrs. Custer a very moving and informative letter on 4 December 1877, a copy of which letter reposes in the archives of the Historical Society of North Dakota. The letter is illustrative of the deep feelings which Custer engendered in friend and foe alike - Carland was obviously a devotee - but the most compelling information is that which alludes to Edgerly’s having told Colonel Sturgis that Weir’s command did indeed see and hear “Custer’s devoted band” fighting their last fight. Since neither Edgerly nor Sturgis did anything further, and since Edgerly failed to mention this important piece of information when testifying at the Reno Court of Inquiry, the appearance of at least a partial whitewash or cover-up is created.

I have limited my editing of the letter to grammatical corrections, although I was tempted to omit the more flowery and romantic parts. A few words are illegible and are indicated by asterisks.

Fort A. Lincoln, D.T.

Dec. 4th 1877

Dear Mrs. Custer

I have cherished the hope that, ever since the great sorrow that came over us, justice would be done our dear departed one.

I would say that had I the opportunity that some of the 7th Cavy have, I would esteem it one of the proudest of my life - let the consequences be what they may to **** and traitors. I would tear the mask from the so-called heroes of the Little Big Horn.

But I am satisfied that no one will volunteer to do that, and I had hoped that the friends of the General outside army circles would move in this matter at this Session of Congress. I have no faith in the Army where a General officer’s fame or name becomes involved in the ****, confined to the simple **** between Reno and the General, then I would have no fear of the result - but there are other questions involved, upon which Gen. Terry has committed himself, and those are touching his orders and the disobedience thereof, and, while I am certain the General did not disobey an order, inasmuch as Gen. Terry has said or intimated as much, I would prefer that a Committee entirely free from fear or favor should investigate the treacherous desertion of his chief by Reno; and now is the time if ever the actions in that drama make their final exit.

I have heard so much about the battle, and all that I have heard only confirms the view entertained by me from the hour that I learned of the disaster to the present.

Capt. Nowlan told me last winter that he heard Mr. Edgerly tell General Sturgis at the camp fire last fall at Standing Rock that he saw and heard the General’s devoted band from where he and Weir stood.

You will recall that Weir, on his own notion, went out from where Reno was according to his official [official is underlined for sarcasm] report fighting so desperately. Nowlan said to me that he expected to hear Sturgis tell Edgerly to prefer charges against Reno, but had he the same knowledge of men that I have, I think he would not have expected it. Don’t think for a moment that I have any feeling against Reno aside from his importance in clearing the General from unmerited censure. Reno’s name is lifted from below mediocrity by its association with Custer‘s.

Of course you are informed of the movements of the Regt. Oh, Mrs. Custer, it is not today what it was in other days - the pride of the Infty as well as Cavy. Even now a battalion goes to the field, two officers at this place and one at Fort Rice, and one, the great Indian fighter, at St. Louis [the reference is to Benteen, who was on recruiting duty]. To me who knew the old Regt. since 1869 so well, ‘tis a bad sight, and one that this morning impelled me to this very neglected duty.

I know you will pardon the liberty I have taken, knowing how well I loved and still love, and it seems he is dearer in death than ever. Oh, I loved him like a woman, and woman-like would not tell it; but I think he knew it. I am glad I told him that June Evening [the 21st] on the banks of the Rosebud with his hand in mine: “I would rather die with some men than live eternity with others.” The answer as pressure of the hand was his reply, and the next [I said was] “I want to go with you tomorrow.”

Will you please send me a line and let me know if anything of the kind which is the subject of this letter [an inquiry] will take place.

Respectfully

John Carland

Col. Lounsberry [of the Bismarck Tribune], who happened in while writing, begs me to remember him to Mrs. Custer. Nowlan goes in command of the battery.

[CN] 2.7

[CT] ARMSTRONG CUSTER: LETTERS TO HIS WIFE FROM THE 1876 YELLOWSTONE EXPEDITION, WITH ADDITIONAL CORRESPONDENCE FROM HIS WIFE AND OTHER MEMBERS OF HIS FAMILY 

Those who have studied the life of George Armstrong Custer know that one of the things that set him apart from other men was his passion for writing letters to his wife (and for receiving letters from her). Custer was an inveterate writer, who would customarily finish his day- regardless of its length or rigors - by writing to Libbie. Nothing was too unimportant to deserve a letter home, and it is thanks to this penchant of his that we know so much about the man, his deepest thoughts, and his fondest hopes.

During the campaign of 1876, he wrote just as frequently as he always had and there is little doubt that he wrote letters between leaving the Yellowstone and reaching the Crow’s Nest near the divide between the Rosebud and the Little Horn. There were, after all, three nights of opportunity and it is too much to believe that he did not scribble down at least some of his thoughts as he approached what might have been the 7th’s greatest triumph. If he did write something, it has been lost to history, but there is still sufficient material available to give a good picture of the country, the people, Custer’s activities, and at least some of his thoughts and attitudes.

The excerpts which are reproduced here are, of course, edited to make for interesting reading without excess verbiage, but nothing of any historical significance has been deleted. The reader should remember that the expedition set out on May 17, 1876 and that Libbie Custer accompanied her husband for the first day’s march, returning to Fort Lincoln, with the Paymaster and his escort, on May 18.

Forty-six miles from Fort Lincoln, May 20th, 1876 - 9:15 P.M.

…It is raining now, and has been since we started. The roads are fearfully bad. Here we are on the Little Muddy, after marching four days, and only forty-six miles from home. Everybody is more or less disgusted except me, and I feel the relief of not having to bear the responsibility of the delays.

The elements seem against us, but a wet season and bad roads can be looked for always in this region in the months of May and June.

We have not seen any signs of Indians thus far, and hardly look for any for a few days yet. I have been extremely prudent - sufficiently so to satisfy you. I go nowhere without taking an escort with me. I act as if Indians were near all the time…Tom and I have fried onions at breakfast and dinner, and raw onions for lunch. The scouts that were left at Lincoln joined us yesterday about 10 A.M. with the mail. I wish that you knew how good it was to get the letters. You must send me more…

 On Little Missouri, May 30th - 10 P.M.

…I have had a tremendous day’s work. I breakfasted at four o’clock, was in the saddle at five, and between that hour and 6 P.M., I rode fifty miles over a rough country, unknown to everybody, and only myself for a guide.

We had halted here for one day in order to determine the truth of the many rumors…..to the effect that the hostile Indians were gathered on the Little Missouri River, with the intention of fighting us here.

I suggested to General Terry to send out a strong scouting-party up the river…He left the matter to me, and I took four companies of cavalry and a part of the scouts, and at five o’clock we were off. The valley of the river averages about one mile in width, hemmed in on both sides by impassable Bad Lands. The river is crooked beyond description.

…We marched the fifty miles and got back before dark, having settled the question beyond a doubt that all stories about large bodies of Indians being here are the merest bosh. None have been here for six months, not even a small hunting party.

…Only think, we found the Little Missouri River so crooked and the Bad Lands so impassable that in marching fifty miles to-day we forded the river thirty-four (34) times

General Terry just left my tent a few moments since, and when I asked him not to be in a hurry he said, “Oh, I’ll leave you, for you must be tired and want to go to bed.” I did not tell him that I was going to write to you before I slept.

Bloody Knife looks on in wonder at me because I never get tired actually…I feel no more fatigued now than I did before mounting my horse this morning…

 In Camp, about ten miles west of the Little Missouri, May 31st.

…Tom, “Bos,” and I, taking some men, started on a near route across the country, knowing that we would intercept the column later on. This is the second time I have left the main command, and both times they have lost their way; so you see my “bump of locality” is of some use out here. We reached this camp about three-quarters of an hour from the time we left the column, but the latter strayed off, and while we were here by 9 A.M., the rest did not reach here until two o’clock. When they found they were lost, the officers all assembled at the head of the column to consult together and try and find the right way.

…Charlie Reynolds killed two big-horn sheep to-day and gave me the finest of the two heads. I have it in my tent now and hope to preserve it, although I came away without my preservative powders.

…I have about made up my mind that when I go on expeditions like this you are to go too. You could have endured this as well as not.

[From Boston Custer to his mother, 8 June 1876, in Camp on Powder River Mon.]

My own darling Mother:

The mail will not leave for a day or two but I concluded that I would be in time. We are the first white men to visit the river at this place. We and the command marched here yesterday, coming a distance of thirty-two miles. We found some country before reaching here that you would be apt call rather rough. After taking lunch, Armstrong, Tom, Col. Cook and Lieut. Edgerly with his company [D] and a few Indian scouts moved ahead of the command to look out a road, and we traveled faster than the main command, reaching here about half past three, and we traveled so far ahead of the train [that] the Gen. thought the command would not be able to reach us, and keep with the wagons, but go into camp. So the Gen, sent back word to Gen. Terry [that] had he decided not to come on, that we would remain where we were all night. So while our men and several Indian scouts went out to kill some game, as we were without anything to eat; but the train managed to get in about half past nine or ten o’clock; but I know I did not get my dinner until ten o’clock. It is intended to leave here tomorrow on a scouting with six days’ rations and the Infantry will escort the wagon train down the Yellowstone [to] where this river empties into it, and the boat that left Fort Lincoln with supplies will be there. Autie Reed I think is going along and he stands the trip remarkably well. I do hope this campaign will be a success, and if Armstrong could have his way I think it would be, but unfortunately there are men along whose campaign experience is very limited, but, having an exalted opinion of themselves, feel that their advice would be very valuable in the field; but I think before the trip is over they will be thoroughly understood by those who should know. I will write to Maggie before leaving here, as probably it will be the last mail that will leave here for some time. I am feeling first rate and joked Tom and Col. Cook about being completely tired out from the ride to this camp. Then as soon as a fire was built, they both were stretched upon the ground for a sleep. I ate much better than I did at Lincoln. Very few buffalo have been seen. Capt. Smith has just asked me to remember him very kindly to you and Father. Jim, Capt. Smith, Lieuts. Sturgis and Crittenden and myself will eat with the company, as everything that we take will be carried on pack mules. We will have hard bread, bacon and coffee just the same as the men. I just received a letter from Maggie that was sent up on the boat, and was sent here by a scout. I don’t think we will be in Lincoln before Sept. but that will suit me, as I would much rather be out here at this time than in garrison. I have not been late to meals but once, and that was a morning where I was not awakened. I must quit now and write to Maggie, but if I have time after writing her, I will add a few more words to your letter; but I can only give you expedition news. Good by, and I will take good care of myself and not fail to write you whenever a mail leaves, even if it be but a few words and Maggie goes without, because you come first in everything, with me and Maggie next. Sometimes at home, she pretends that she is acting like you and will cuff my ears, just as though I were a little child, and will say that if you did it when I was small, it is perfectly right for her; but sometimes she will start in on Jim, Tom and I, and give each several good thumps with her fist.

Good by, and think often of your affectionate Baby

 Powder River, about twenty miles above its Mouth, June 9, 1876.

We are now in a country heretofore unvisited by white men. Reynolds who had been guiding the command, lost his way the other day, and General Terry did not know what to do about finding a road from O’Fallon’s Creek across to Powder River. I told him I thought I could guide the column. He assented; so Tom, “Bos,” and I started ahead, with company D and the scouts as escort, and brought the command to this point, over what seems to be the only practicable route for miles on either side, through the worst kind of Bad Lands. The general did not think it was possible to find a road through. When, after a hard day’s work, we arrived at this river by a good, easy road, making thirty-two miles in one day, he was delighted and came to congratulate me.

Yesterday I finished A Galaxy article…I am not entirely idle. Day before yesterday I rode nearly fifty miles…It is now nearly midnight, and I must go to my bed, for reveille comes at three.

As a slight evidence that I am not very conceited regarding my personal appearance, I have not looked in a mirror or seen the reflection of my beautiful (?) countenance, including the fine growth of auburn whiskers, since…Lincoln.

 On Yellowstone, at Mouth of Powder River, June 11th - 10:30 P.M.

…we left our camp on Powder River, I acting again as guide. The expedition started to make its way through unknown Bad Lands to the mouth of the river. General Terry felt great anxiety in regard to the trip, as he feared we could not get through with the wagons. He had been down the river to its mouth with cavalry, and he and those with him said wagons could not make the march in a month, and the Bad Lands looked still more impracticable. He came to my tent before daylight and asked me if I would try to find the road. He seems to think I have a gift that way, and he hoped that we might get within ten miles of the river’s mouth to-day. What rendered our condition more embarrassing was that the men had only rations for one day left.

I started out with one company and the scouts, and in we “plunged boldly.” One company had been sent out the previous day to look for a road, and their failure to return the same day increased the anxiety. I thought likely they had lost their way and slept in the Bad Lands. Sure enough we found them about 10 A.M.

After passing through some perfectly terrible country I finally struck a beautiful road along a high plateau, and instead of guiding the command within ten miles of here we have all arrived and the wagon-train beside.

If you will look on the map near my desk you will find the mouth of Powder River and our present location on the Yellowstone, almost due west from Lincoln. Follow up the Yellowstone a short distance, and the first stream you come to is the Tongue River, to which point we will move after resting three or four days. We will there be joined by the six companies of the regiment now absent on a scout, and I shall then select the nine companies to go with me…

 Monday, June 12th – before Breakfast.

…The Yellowstone is very high; steamers loaded to their utmost capacity can go up some distance above the mouth of the Big Horn. I wanted to send you a letter that I wished you to read and afterwards re-mail, had I not thought you might have found an opportunity to come up the river in the Josephine

You need not be anxious about my leaving the column with small escorts; I scarcely hunt any more.

 Mouth of Tongue River, June 17th.

…The mail was sent in a rowboat from the stockade to Buford, under charge of a sergeant and three or four men of the 6th Infantry. Just as they were pushing off from the Far West the boat capsized, and mail and soldiers were thrown into the rapid current; the sergeant sank and was never seen again. The mail was recovered…and dried…by stove. I was told that my letter to you went off all right, also my Galaxy article. The latter was recognized by a young newspaper reporter and telegraph operator who came up on the train with us from St. Paul, and he took special pains to dry it.

With six companies of the 7th, the Gatling battery, the scouts, and the pack-mules, I left the mouth of Powder River Thursday morning, leaving all our wagons behind, and directing our march for this point, less than forty miles distant. General Terry and staff followed by steamer. We marched here in about one and a quarter days…When we leave here I shall only take a tent-fly. We are living delightfully…

The other day…I shot an antelope…and…roasted some of the ribs Indian fashion, and I must say they were delicious. We all slept in the open air around the fire, Tom and I under a fly, “Bos” and Autie Reed on the opposite side. Tom pelted “Bos” with sticks and clods of earth after we had retired. I don’t know what we would do without “Bos” to tease…

On our march here we passed through some very extensive Indian villages - rather the remains of the villages occupied by them last winter. I was at the head of the column as we rode through one, and suddenly came upon a human skull lying under the remains of an extinct fire. I halted to examine it, and lying nearby I found the uniform of a soldier. Evidently it was a cavalry uniform, as the buttons on the overcoat had “C” on them, and the dress-coat had the yellow cord of the cavalry uniform running through it. The skull was weather-beaten, and had evidently been there several months…

We are expecting the Josephine to arrive in a day or two…I do not feel particularly interested in her arrival - unless, by good-luck, you should be on board; you might just as well be here as not…

[From Libbie to Armstrong, 21 June 1876]

…I feel so badly I was not on board the boat, but I might have found myself…so conspicuous on the steamer, if you had gone off on a scout.

I cannot but feel the greatest apprehension for you on this dangerous scout. Oh, Autie, if you return without bad news the worst of the summer will be over.

The papers told last night of a small skirmish between General Crook’s Cavalry and the Indians. They called it a fight. The Indians were very bold. They don’t seem afraid of anything.

The Belknap case is again postponed. Of course that worries me. The Prosecution is going to call you as a witness. Politicians will try to make something out of you for their own selfish ends. But I hear you say “Don’t cross bridges till you come to them.”

I am perfectly delighted with your “Galaxy” War article…it finishes Mr. Chandler as a friend I fear, and for that I am sorry as he can be a very tenacious enemy…I honestly think you would be better off with some policy, with such powerful enemies. A cautious wife is a great bore, isn’t she Autie.

You improve every time you write. There is nothing like this McClellan article for smoothness of style…I am anxious about the one you sent by the Buford mail…they must have attempted to dry it before the fire, for all our letters are scorched…

I think to ride as you do and write is wonderful…I wish your lines had fallen among literary friends. And yet Autie I wouldn’t have you anything but a soldier.

…chills are running up and down my back at your description of the Yellowstone fight. I am glad you gave Tom his due. Of course you appreciate his valor as a soldier, yet you do not want to be puffing your own family…

I cannot but commend your commendation of General Stanley…To ignore injury and praise what is praiseworthy is the highest form of nobility. I could not do it. My soul is too small to forgive.

…With your bright future and the knowledge that you are positive use to your day and generation, do you not see that your life is precious on that account, and not only because an idolizing wife could not live without you?..

 Mouth of Rosebud, June 21, 1876.

Look on my map and you will find our present location on the Yellowstone, about midway between Tongue River and the Big Horn.

The scouting party has returned. They saw the trail and deserted camp of a village of three hundred and eighty (380) lodges. The trail was about one week old. The scouts reported that they could have overtaken the village in one day and a half. I am now going to take up the trail where the scouting-party turned back. I fear their failure to follow up the Indians has imperiled our plans by giving the village an intimation of our presence. Think of the valuable time lost! But I feel hopeful of accomplishing great results. I will move directly up the valley of the Rosebud. General Gibbon’s command and General Terry, with steamer, will proceed up the Big Horn as far as the boat can go…

I now have some Crow scouts with me, as they are familiar with the country. They are magnificent-looking men, so much handsomer and more Indian-like than any we have ever seen, and so jolly and sportive; nothing of the gloomy and silent red-man about them. They have formally given themselves to me, after the usual talk. In their speech they said they had heard that I never abandoned a trail; that when my food gave out I ate mule. That was the kind of man they wanted to fight under…

[From Boston Custer to his mother, 21 June 1876]

…Armstrong takes the whole command, and starts up the Sweet Briar on an Indian trail with the full hope and belief of overhauling them - which I think he probably will, with a little hard riding. They will be much entertained.

…Judging by the number of lodges counted by scouts who saw the trail there are something like eight hundred Indians and probably more. But, be the number great or small, I hope I can truthfully say when I get back, that one or more were sent to the happy hunting-grounds…

Autie Reed is going. He will stand the trip first-rate…the officers all like him very much. He will sleep with me. I have a small tent…

Armstrong, Tom and I pulled down an Indian grave the other day. Autie Reed got the bow with six arrows and a nice pair of moccasins which he intends taking home.

…We leave in the morning with sixteen days’ rations with pack mules.

 June 22d - 11 A.M.

…I have but a few moments to write, as we move at twelve, and I have my hands full of preparations for the scout…Do not be anxious about me. You would be surprised how closely I obey your instructions about keeping with the column. I hope to have a good report to send you by the next mail…

I send you an extract from General Terry’s official order, knowing how keenly you appreciate words of commendation and confidence, such as the following: “It is of course impossible to give you any definite instructions in regard to this movement; and were it not impossible to do so, the Department Commander places too much confidence in your zeal, energy, and ability to wish to impose upon you precise orders, which might hamper your action when nearly in contact with the enemy”…

[From Libbie to Armstrong, 22 June 1876]

My own darling - I dreamed of you as I knew I should…Oh, Autie how I feel about your going away so long without our hearing…Your safety is ever in my mind God bless and keep my darling.

Although the foregoing correspondence is self-explanatory and very clear-cut, there are a couple of points which bear emphasis, either because of their presence or their absence.

Firstly, note that there is no mention anywhere, or even the feeling expressed, that Custer must retrieve his “lost reputation” by a big victory. There are several mentions of hopes for success, but it is impossible to read these letters with anything approaching an open mind and claim to see a sense of desperation for a grand opportunity, culminating in a glorious victory, in them.

Quite to the contrary, Custer himself decries the failure of Reno to follow up the Indians whose trail he had discovered. This is not the reaction of a man who was thirsting for solo glory. And Libbie says she would be happy to have Autie get back without any bad news.

There is also an interesting reference in Custer’s letter of 11 June, in which he mentions “the nine companies I will take with me” upon Reno’s return from his scout. It seems obvious that a plan existed which eventually was changed to give Custer his entire regiment. This probably was due to the size of the trail discovered by Reno, but we have no way of knowing this for certain. If such a plan did exist, then it would have created two nearly equal forces, with each having a formidable cavalry contingent, hence mobility and a much better chance of conducting co-operative operations. At that point, Terry may have had a plan calling for both columns to be capable of carrying out an attack on the Indians, but it is just as obvious that he changed his plan when he gave Custer the entire 7th Cavalry. This state of flux resolved itself in favor of the hammer/anvil approach which Terry adopted, although in his mind he seemingly retained an image of two equally-strong and equally-mobile commands converging on some pre-arranged spot.

[CN] 2.8

[CT] ARMSTRONG CUSTER: AN ATTRIBUTED ANONYMOUS LETTER TO THE NEW YORK HERALD, DATED JUNE 22, 1876

The following letter was published in the New York Herald July 23, 1876, under the heading A VOICE FROM THE TOMB, and was attributed to “a prominent officer killed in the charge.” It is popularly and generally thought to have been written by Custer himself, although no evidence has really ever been presented for that belief, except to say that the style is similar to Custer’s. In any event, it might well have been his writing – one wonders however, why the Herald would not trumpet that fact to the world. There is the possibility that it was written by James Calhoun, who, according to a letter from Libbie Custer dated June 21, 1876, was trying to get a correspondent status from another New York newspaper - the World.

The letter is interesting from many standpoints, touching as it does, on Reno’s scout and the prevailing opinion and feeling among the officers of the Dakota Column. It is presented here in its entirety, without comment.

Big Horn Expedition, on Yellowstone River

At the mouth of the Rosebud, June 22, 1876

My last letter was sent from the mouth of Powder River and described our march from the Little Missouri. I fear it may not have reached its destination, or if it did it was in such a condition as to be illegible owing to a sad accident which befell our mail party. The latter consisted of a sergeant of the Sixth Infantry, Hazen’s regiment, and two men of the same command. This party was to take the mail of this expedition on a small boat from the mouth of the Powder to Fort Buford at the mouth of the former. Just as the sergeant with the mail bag on his arm stepped aboard the small boat and was about to push off, the boat overturned, throwing all hands into the water. The sergeant at once disappeared below the surface and was never afterward seen. The other members of the party, being experienced swimmers, were, with the assistance of bystanders, rescued from a watery grave. When the sergeant disappeared in the water the mail sack went with him, but fortunately floated between the steamer and the shore, before sinking below the surface. By means of boat hooks the bag and its contents were recovered, but not until they had been under water several minutes. When opened on shore many of the letters were found opened by the influence of the water, and all the stamps displaced. Captain Grant Marsh, of the steamer Far West, the most popular steamboat captain on the Upper Missouri, took the mail in charge, and, with the aid of his assistants, devoted almost an entire night to drying and sealing the contents of the mail bag, a task they completed in time to start the mail on its journey at four o’clock the following morning. The sergeant who lost his life had been twenty-two years in the army, and had but recently returned from Washington, where he had been to file his application for appointment as ordinance sergeant, that appointment being considered the crowning ambition of the most faithful old soldiers.

Major Reno, whose departure with six companies of the Seventh Cavalry to scout up the Powder River was mentioned in my last letter, moved under written orders, which in substance directed him to scout up the Powder River as far as the mouth of the Little Powder, then across to the headwaters of Mizpah Creek, down that creek to near its mouth, then across to Pumpkin Creek, down that stream to its junction with Tongue River, then down Tongue River to its mouth on the Yellowstone, where he was informed the main part of the expedition would be by the time of his arrival at that point.

In the opinion of the most experienced officers it was not believed that any considerable, if any, force of Indians would be found on the Powder River; still there were a few, including Major Reno, who were convinced that the main body of Sitting Bull’s warriors would be encountered on Powder River. The general impression, however, is and has been, that on the headwaters of the Rosebud and Little Bighorn rivers the “hostiles” would be found.

It was under this impression that General Terry, in framing the orders which were to govern Major Reno’s movements, explicitly and positively directed that officer to confine himself to his orders and instructions, and particularly not to move in the direction of Rosebud River, as it was feared that such a movement, if prematurely made, might “flush the covey,” it being the intention to employ the entire cavalry force of the expedition, when the time arrived, to operate in the valleys of the Rosebud and Big Horn Rivers. Custer and most of his officers looked with little favor on the movement up the Powder River, as, among other objections, it required the entire remaining portion of the expedition to lie in idleness within two marches of the locality where it was generally believed the hostile villages would be discovered on the Rosebud, the danger being that the Indians, ever on the alert, would discover the presence of the troops as yet undiscovered – and take advantage of the opportunity to make their escape.

Reno, after an absence of ten days, returned, when it was found, to the disgust and disappointment of every member of the expedition, from the commanding general down to the lowest private, that Reno, instead of simply failing to accomplish any good results, had so misconducted his force as to embarrass, if not seriously and permanently mar, all hopes of future success of the expedition. He had not only deliberately, and without a shadow of an excuse failed to obey his written instructions issued by General Terry’s personal directions, but he had acted in positive disobedience to the strict injunctions of the department commander. Instead of conforming his line of march to the valleys and water courses laid down in his written orders he moved his command to the mouth of the Little Powder River, then across to Tongue River, and instead of following the latter stream down to its mouth, there to unite with the main command, he, for some unaccountable and thus far unexplained reason, switched off from his prescribed course and marched across the country to the Rosebud, the stream he had been particularly cautioned not to approach.

He struck the Rosebud about twenty-five miles above its mouth, and there - as Custer had predicted from the first - signs indicating the recent presence of a large force of Indians were discovered, an abandoned camp ground of the Indians was found, on which 380 lodges had been pitched. The trail led up the valley of the Rosebud. Reno took up the trail and followed it about twenty miles, but faint heart never won fair lady, neither did it ever pursue and overtake an Indian village. Had Reno, after first violating his orders, pursued and overtaken the Indians, his original disobedience of orders would have been overlooked, but his determination forsook him at this point, and instead of continuing the pursuit and at least bringing the Indians to bay, he gave the order to countermarch and faced his command to the rear, from which point he made his way back to the mouth of Tongue River and reported the details of his gross and inexcusable blunder to General Terry, his commanding officer, who informed Reno in unmistakable language that the latter’s conduct amounted to positive disobedience of orders, the sad consequences of which could not yet be fully determined. The details of this affair will not bear investigation.

A court-martial is strongly hinted at, and if one is not ordered, it will not be because it is not richly deserved. The guides who were with Reno report that the trail where the latter was abandoned indicates that the Indian village of 380 lodges was moving in such deliberate manner and left so recently that Reno’s command could have overtaken it in a march of one day and a half. Few officers have ever had such a fine opportunity to make a successful and telling strike and few ever failed so completely to improve their opportunities.

Of course there was but one thing to do and that was to remedy as soon as possible the effects of Reno’s blunder. Custer’s entire command, consisting of twelve companies of the Seventh Cavalry and a detachment of Indian scouts arrived at this point yesterday evening, where the steamer Far West, with General Terry and staff on board had already preceded them, General Terry having transferred his headquarters to the Far West before his departure from the mouth of Powder River. Gibbon’s command was encamped on the left bank of the Yellowstone, opposite the mouth of the Rosebud.

Yesterday, Terry, Gibbon and Custer got together, and, with unanimity of opinion, decided that Custer should start with his command up the Rosebud valley to the point where Reno abandoned the trail, take up the latter and follow the Indians as long and as far as horse flesh and human endurance could carry his command. Custer takes no wagons or tents with his command, but proposes to live and travel like Indians; in this manner the command will be able to go wherever the Indians can. Gibbon’s command has started for the mouth of the Big Horn. Terry in the Far West starts for the same point today, when with Gibbon’s force, and the Far West loaded with thirty days’ supplies, he will push up the Big Horn as far as the navigation of that stream will permit, probably as far as old Fort C. F. Smith, at which point Custer will reform the expedition after completing his present scout. Custer’s command takes with it, on pack animals, rations for fifteen days. Custer advised his subordinate officers, however, in regard to rations, that it would be well to carry an extra supply of salt, because, if at the end of fifteen days the command should be pursuing a trail, he did not propose to turn back for lack of rations, but would subsist his men on fresh meat - game, if the country provided it; pack mules if nothing better offered. The Herald correspondent will accompany Custer’s column and in the event of a “fight or a foot race,” will be on the ground to make due record thereof for the benefit of the Herald readers. Upon the march from Powder to Tongue River, Custer, who was riding at the head of the column as it marched through a deserted Indian village of last winter, came upon the skull and bones of a white man. Near these was found the uniform of a cavalry soldier, as shown by the letter “C” on the button of the overcoat and the yellow cord binding on the dress coat. Near by were the dead embers of a large fire, showing, with attendant circumstances, that the cavalryman had undoubtedly been a prisoner in the hands of the savages, and had been put to the torture usually inflicted by Indians upon all white men falling into their hands as captives. Who the unfortunate man was, and the sad details of his tragic death will never be known.

[CN] 2.9

[CT] DR. JAMES DEWOLF: A LETTER TO HIS WIFE, JUNE 21, 1876

James Madison DeWolf was a civilian contract doctor (Acting Assistant Surgeon) with Custer’s 7th Cavalry on the Yellowstone Expedition of 1876. He had been contracted for one year in October, 1875 and had first been assigned to the 7th in March, 1876. He reported to Fort Abraham Lincoln, along with Companies E and L, on 18 April having traveled by rail from Fort Totten, Dakota.

DeWolf was assigned to be Medical Officer for the right wing of the regiment and the scouts. Although he treated a couple of wounded and sick men on the trip, his duties were far from onerous and his diary and letters report a pleasant experience. That was to change for the worse at the Little Horn. DeWolf went into action with Reno’s battalion in the valley and was killed while ascending the bluffs on the retreat. 

Dr. Henry Porter, another contracted surgeon, wrote DeWolf’s widow on 28 July 1876: “…As soon as we reached the bluff, I found he was missing and soon found his body which I had buried the next day. I know it will be a great relief to you when I say that his body was not mutilated in the least - that he was not scalped or his clothes even taken. The Indians had stolen his revolver but not troubled him otherwise…”

In fact DeWolf had been scalped, in full view of several witnesses. Porter’s letter was designed to spare the widow the gory details. He is correct however, in stating that DeWolf was buried the next day, 26 June. After the Indians moved away, a burial party interred DeWolf where he had fallen. A marker has been placed at the approximate location on the bluffs, just to the west of the Reno/Benteen defense site.

Dr. DeWolf’s letter to his wife dated 21 June 1876 was his last. In it he doubts that there will be any confrontation with the Hostiles, amid talks of his latest activities. The letter has been spruced up in terms of construction and grammar, and has been edited slightly to exclude extraneous material.

Yellowstone, Mouth of Rosebud Creek

June 21st 76

…are fitting up for a scout under General Custer with 12 companies of cavalry up the Rosebud, across to the Big Horn River & down that to the Yellowstone…I and Dr. Porter messed together and had a nice time. We had just been getting a supply for the next scout. The commissary is a very good supply…We found no Indians, not one. All old trails. They seem to be moving west and are driving the buffalo. I think it is very clear that we shall not see an Indian this summer… General Gibbon’s command is encamped opposite us. The boat will take our battery over to him this evening. It has hurt three men already (the battery) by upsetting. Dr. Lord has joined us and will take Dr. Williams’ place as Chief Medical Officer…

We usually start at 5 A.M. and march until 1 or 2 P.M. which is not hard and is fun when there is any trail but I fear we shall not find even a sign that is new this time. It is believed that the Indians have scattered and gone back to their reservations. Yesterday I went out with Dr. Porter, Lt. Harrington and Lt. Hodgson pistol shooting and came out second best. Porter was best, so you can see some of the cavalry cannot shoot very well. Hodgson and I are harassing (joking etc.) each other & have some nice times. He is Adjutant of the Right Wing “6” Companies of Cavalry, Reno’s command. I hope when we return from this scout we shall be nearly ready to return. Then darling, only think, we will have 300 or 400 miles to march home again…

I want to be sure this goes in this mail for it has been 11 days since I wrote or had a chance to write. You must remember darling that one feels pretty tired after getting into camp and then we have so much to do to fit up again for this. Everything goes on pack mules & dirt is plentiful. Love and kisses darling. My regards to all, from your loving Hub,

J M DeWolf

It is not necessary to grossly annotate this entry. It is interesting to see that Hodgson and Harrington were outshot by their civilian competitors and that DeWolf doesn’t think that they will find any Indians during the campaign. It is probably more important to note his reference to the three men already injured by the Gatling guns and his statement that “It is believed that the Indians have scattered…” both of which conditions or perceptions might have had an effect on decisions that were being made at the time.

[CN] 2.10

[CT] WINFIELD SCOTT EDGERLY: A LETTER TO HIS WIFE, JULY 4, 1876

Reproduced below is a letter written by Second Lieutenant Winfield S. Edgerly to his wife Grace from the Yellowstone Camp on 4 July 1876. This letter is particularly valuable for its delineation of the Reno entrenchments and for its anecdotal evidence as to the states of mind of the officers and men. It is clear from Edgerly’s missive that nobody dreamed that they would be facing anything other than a nice trip trying to catch the fleeing hostiles, with a smashing victory if they were able to catch them. The letter was written on lined pages from Edgerly’s notebook and, unfortunately, there are a few sections missing, due to lost pages and deterioration over the years. These deal with Reno’s withdrawal from the valley, the action at Weir Peaks and portions of the fight on the hilltop.

It is interesting to note that Edgerly admonishes his wife against showing the letter to anyone who might put its contents in the newspapers, indicating that even at that early date he realized that the Custer disaster would be a topic of enormous interest and heated debate. Edgerly also thought that there would be some sort of official inquiry into the disaster, as witness his comment about reserving his opinions “until called upon by proper authority.” The letter is reproduced in its entirety, with only minor corrections of spelling and punctuation and a few comments.

Lieutenant Edgerly had sent out an earlier message to be telegraphed, collect, to Louis Blume of F Auerbach and Co. of St. Paul. It was written on a Northwest Telegraph Company blank and dated at Camp on the Little Horn River June 28 1876. The message read: “We have had a big fight. Weir and I are safe. Tell Grassie.” Edgerly knew how to write his wife’s name and the signature is not quite the same as his, so it is likely that someone wrote out the message from another source, probably a sheet torn from Edgerly’s notebook. Since the telegram went out from Bozeman via Helena and Chicago, it is virtually certain that it was carried out with other messages by Muggins Taylor.

 Yellowstone Depot, July 4th 1876

My own sweet Gracie:

I wrote you a letter yesterday with the same date as this, but it should have been the 3rd [this first letter has not been found]. We now have a chance to send mail via Fort Ellis, and I am going to give you an account of our disastrous trip, as nearly correct as I can. I don’t want you to show it to anybody who would put any portion or incident of it in the newspapers, for this is simply as I saw it - and I have some ideas of the management of the fight that I will not put on paper, as different men have very different ways of looking at the same thing, and I don’t want to express my opinion until called upon by proper authority.

We left our camp at the mouth of Rosebud Creek on the Yellowstone at 12 o’clock M. on the 22nd of June, Generals Terry, Gibbon and Custer standing by the side of the trail and passing us in review. There were twelve companies of us - in splendid spirits and condition, all eager to meet the Hostiles, and having no other idea than that to meet was to rout them. We marched about twelve or fifteen miles that day, and made a pleasant camp on the Rosebud at about 5 o’clock. After dinner, Custer had Officers’ Call sounded, and we all went up, where he talked to us for nearly half an hour, telling his general plan of campaign, etc. He said he had perfect confidence in the officers and men of the 7th, and didn’t believe it was any use for anybody or any other regiment to try to do what we could not - that his intention was to treat everybody as fairly as he could, and make the trip as pleasant and successful as possible; and I want to say right here that during the entire march from Lincoln I didn’t hear one word of fault found with any of Custer’s actions, and he gave Keogh command strictly in accordance with his rank on the morning of the fight [obviously there had been some sort of difficulty with Keogh of which Edgerly thought his wife either knew or would hear]. After Custer got through, Reno, Porter, Dr. Lord, Calhoun, Moylan Smith, Weir, Gibson and Crittenden came to my little shelter tent and sang for about an hour. Calhoun told us there that his wife had sent him a large cake, and that the day after the fight he intended sending a piece round to each officer of the command. I walked across the camp with Porter to his tent, and he told me he had a letter from you directed to his wife, which he had opened by mistake but had not read. He was going to send it to Mrs. Porter as soon as we got back from this trip.

On the 23rd we marched about thirty miles, and that afternoon Keogh asked me to lie down with him, and he and Porter and I went to sleep together. After dinner, Porter and I took a bath in the creek, and both got our feet wet, and scratched our hands, getting back to camp. On the 24th we marched about thirty miles. All the 23rd and 24th we were following a large trail. Got into camp at about 5 P.M. Had Officers’ Call at about 9, and were told that there were indications of a village within a day’s march of us, and that Custer intended making a night march and hiding in the hills the next day, so as to strike the Indians at about daybreak on the 26th. So at 11 P.M. we started, marched till about 1 A.M., halted till about 3, and then moved on again till about 10 A.M. When Officers’ Call was sounded again, after nearly an hour’s rest and a reconnaissance by Gen’l Custer and some scouts, we were told that the Indians had undoubtedly discovered our presence, as several had been seen on the bluffs, and the only thing left for us to do was to move on them at once.

While Custer was away trying to find some trace of the village, Cooke, Tom Custer, Calhoun, Godfrey, Moylan and myself went down in a ravine and smoked a cigarette together. Cooke laughed, and said I would have a chance to bathe my maiden saber that day [the sabers had actually been left behind at the Powder River Supply Depot].

We then mounted and moved forward about half a mile, halted, and he, Gen’l Custer, reassigned the companies into battalions, giving three companies each to Reno, Benteen, Keogh and Yates. We were in Benteen’s battalion, and our orders were to go over to the left and charge the Indians as s as we saw them, and keep an officer with about six men in advance and on the tops of the hills to report anything they might see. Mr. Gibson was sent, and after we went about two or three miles [not ten or fifteen], we found it impracticable to keep to the left, and came down into the valley - very fortunately for us and Reno’s command as it proved, for when we got out of the hills, we found a Crow scout beckoning us up to the right [no mention of the messengers. Perhaps Edgerly did not see them arrive. He does mention them in his narrative], and there found Reno with his three companies, who had just been driven there by the Sioux from the bottom [note that Edgerly uses the word “driven” to describe Reno’s retreat]. We here learned that they had made a charge, then dismounted and fought on foot for a while; and then, finding themselves overwhelmed by Indians, had taken their horses and made for the [portion missing]

[portion missing] he said orders had been given to fall back and we must obey them. That was the thing that I regretted more than any other thing that happened to me, for I had promised that wounded man [Vincent Charley] I would get him out, and wasn’t able to raise a finger for him. At the place where I found Weir [portion missing] Godfrey and Mr. Hare had their skirmish line, and they did splendidly, driving the Indians back enough to cover us until we got in position on the next crest. We then formed a line in this manner, which was afterwards changed by moving D round to the place marked D2, K Co. covering the ground formerly held by K & D. We fought there from [portion missing]

Immediately after Col. Benteen’s charge, he came over to our line and said Indians were just over the ridge on our flank, and we charged, driving them back likewise. I was on the right of our line where you see the dot 01. We charged in the direction of the arrow head, and as soon as the charge was completed, we were ordered to get into the pits again. Pvt. Stivers, who had been in the pit with me, saw Golden in pit M 02 and asked him whose it was. He said he didn’t know; and, as there was room enough for three men there, Stivers and I got into it. We hadn’t been there a minute before a shot came, throwing dirt over all of us and striking Golden in the head. He never knew what hit him, but died instantly. At about 9:30, all the heavy [portion missing]

[portion missing] you always are to me.

Colonel Reno, Mr. Wallace and I mess together and sleep in the same tent, or rather under the same fly, as we have no tent, and our relations have been very pleasant so far, with every reason to believe they will continue so. The officers frequently ask for news from you, and poor Keogh was going to give me a letter for you, asking you to buy some cretonne and other things for his quarters. He wished to be remembered when I wrote to you, as did Capts. Yates and Smith. Yates was very grateful to your father for taking such good care of his mother. Now, my Precious, I must kiss you goodbye. I wish I could really hold you in my arms and kiss you now. With a thousand thanks for your good letters. I am

 Your Devoted Husband

 W.S. Edgerly

Postscript: Please ask Miss Jennie to visit up with you in March at Lincoln.

[CN] 2.11

[CT] THOMAS FRENCH: A LETTER TO THE MOTHER OF WILLIAM W. COOKE, JUNE 16, 1880

Tom French commanded M Company during the fights on the Little Horn and played a prominent role in Reno’s valley fight. Following the fights, he declined into heavy drinking, which affected not only his health but his conduct as well. He was court-martialed in January 1879 and was serving a sentence of one year’s suspension at half pay when he retired on 5 February 1880, at the age of 37. He died in March 1882 in Leavenworth, Kansas.

During the early part of 1880, he corresponded regularly with the mother of William Cooke, who had been killed with Custer. I do not know who started the correspondence, but snippets of it have appeared from time to time in Little Horn literature. French obviously held no brief for Reno, nor for DeRudio either, as is evident from the following letter, excerpts from which are well-known to most researchers. The letter is given in its entirety, without editing or comment.

St. John Hospital, Leavenworth

June 16 1880

Dear Mrs. Cooke,

I received your note. Your excellent advice has already been anticipated; the hotel was a bad place for me. I became worse there, and the rheumatic pains which had been confined to my knees and the joints of my feet extended to the shoulder and hand, on the right side. I would very much like to visit you, but cannot do so now. As soon as I can write with any degree of distinctness I will try to give you an account of the facts of that disaster - as I know them – and you may rely on the correctness of what I may say, as my head was clear, my eye true – I had not touched one drop of liquor even as strong as beer for many months, and did not do so for a long time after. The statement of Col. Reno that he gave the last of his flask to Captain French was incorrect.

I fear the information which you have received as to the duration of the combat of the five companies has much truth in it.

What those first people who reached that memorable hill heard, I have no means of knowing. I reached there late, and listened attentively and heard nothing to denote the progress of a battle. Along in the lower valley I heard a few scattering shots, such as may be heard near an Indian camp at my time. I paid no attention and attached no importance to that.

I talked with noted chiefs - men of that ferocious, but truthful, band of Northern Cheyennes - such men as Brave Wolf, White Bull, and Two Moons. They agreed in saying that they drove those (meaning us) at the upper end of Greasy Grass Creek (the L.B.H.) and then swarmed on those below (Custer’s command) so thickly that scarcely half of them could fight, for fear of killing each other. Everything shows a fierce fight, especially at the point where lay dead the two Custers, Cooke, Yates, Reilly, Smith, and about thirty-five others. Keogh was a little way off. Remember I have seen, perhaps you or the Doctor have seen it - as it has been on exhibition by permission of the War Department a section of a tree at least one and a half feet in diameter, literally hewn down by bullets in the Wilderness fight, and that was done in old muzzle loading times. A mosquito could not live under that fire.

These Indians all had Winchester seventeen shooting breech-loaders - which may be fired as rapidly as a slight turn of the hand can be made. They had, some of them, whom I had seen at the agencies, four belts of cartridges about the loins, one each way from the shoulder over the chest. They also had from one to two six-shooters. In such a storm of leaden hail I doubt if the slaughtered band could have lived for more than half an hour. The ground was bad. I do, from the bottom of my heart, sympathize with you in your great affliction. A sorrow which so affected a powerful, burly brute like me – who had lost no blood relation – so that I was driven to attempted suicide - have been for you a cross the weight of which was, and is heavy. But you have moral courage, I have none. Your boy was the handsomest officer, the best rider, the fleetest runner, and excepting myself perhaps and General Custer - the best shot in the regiment.

I hardly like to comment on the bravery of anyone – I refer to Major Reno - whenever I think.

I never did that but once, and then I put it in the form of charges and, with the names of witnesses, sent it forward to Department Headquarters, not expecting the coward to be brought to trial, as the two years had passed, but to let his conduct be known. At the first fire he hid himself in the brush, and there remained until all danger was past, and then came sneaking in. He should have been disposed of then, but pity for his family stopped it. I allude to that Italian wretch who boasts of having been one of those who tried to assassinate the Emperor and Empress of France, and who succeeded in destroying a number of women and children at the entrance of the Opera House. And he knows that I have put on paper that he is ‘a coward and a liar’ and has not called me to account. Would that have been tolerated in the old regiment? For taking less than that, without action, men have been forced to leave the regiment.

But I am diverging.

I was about to reply to something else. What made Major R run away when he did I cannot positively know, as he did not tell me. What made him halt and dismount as he did is a matter in regard to which I am equally ignorant. It was not the kind of warfare to which I had been accustomed - and that was this - to be watchful, and prudent, and never to take less than an even chance, but when once in to do as is said to be the custom at Donnybrook Fair, “If you see a head, hit it.” I thought that we were to charge headlong through them all - that was the only chance. To turn one’s back on Indians, without being better mounted than they, is throwing away life. When he started to that hill, he told me, not one minute before, that he was going to fight - this was in reply to a question of mine.

And when all had gone for safety was when 1 sought death – and tried to fight the battle alone - and did so for nearly a mile. If one man could hold back seven or eight hundred what might not a hundred and twenty have done at the right instant? Sometimes one minute is of far more value than years afterward, or before – and military life consists simply in waiting for opportunities.

I hate to leave active service, as I would like one more chance at those Sioux.

Not that they owe me anything personally - but I want revenge for my friends. No - they owe me nothing. 1 don’t wonder that old Red Horse thought me a spirit from the bad place - for, and there is no mistake in this, I saw them fall, eighteen of his men, who rode up to within a few yards of me, tumbled off as I fired and their ponies ran loose. How many were dead I don’t know, and not stop to see. Just before I had killed one with my rifle, and, on crossing the creek, two more, and on the next day one – this is in evidence taken at Fort Lincoln in January, 1879, given by men who saw it. And in 1873 (See Gen. Custer’s report) I fought an open duel with one, and killed him.

It is not nice, I know, to mention these things, but they do not rest on my own version. What I mean to get at is this I were able to do all this single-handed what might I not have done with the coveted opportunity? But a friendly bullet did not come to assist me, and although the idea flashed though my mind, yet I did not dare resort to murder, the latter, I now believe would have been justifiable.

Sincerely

your friend,

T.H. French

[CN] 2.12

[CT] FRED GERARD: A LETTER TO HIS DAUGHTERS, JULY 5, 1876

Among the letter writers after the fights was the interpreter for the Arikaras, Frederic F. Gerard. Unlike many of the other writers, Gerard seems not to have considered that his letter might come into the public domain, for there is nothing remotely controversial in it. One might argue that there is little of interest in it either, but it does serve to illustrate the difference in the correspondence, however ostensibly intended, of those with a particular axe to grind and those who are merely letting someone know what happened and how they made out. The letter follows in its entirety.

Mouth of the Big Horn,

on North Side of Yellowstone,

July 5th 1876

My Dear Daughters

When the Steamer Far West left here on the 3rd, I could not write you as I was too tired and suffering from Rheumatism. I am now getting better but am far from well. You will no doubt see by the papers that Gen Custer’s command had a fight with the Indians on the Little Big Horn where Gen Custer and 12 Officers and nigh on to 300 men were killed. During the fight, I with 3 others became seperated and had to hide in the brush for 2 days and one night and had a narrow escape from drowning.

I escaped through the grace of God; many a time then did I think of you all and wonder whether I would ever see you again. If I ever return to Lincoln I shall never go out again with an expedition. I lost many good and true friends.

I write you now to assure you of my safety, will be sure to let you know which way we go from here there is no paper nor ink to be had I doubt whether we get back to Lincoln before November and may get in by the last of September.

With much love and many kisses.

I remain.

Your Affectionate Father

F.F. Gerard

[CN] 2.13

[CT] JOHN GIBBON: A LETTER TO CAPTAIN D. W. BENHAM, JUNE 28, 1876; AND FROM BENHAM TO DIVISION HEADQUARTERS IN CHICAGO, JULY 5, 1876

The first following letter was written by Colonel John Gibbon to Captain D. W. Benham, 7th Infantry, the officer commanding Fort Ellis, reporting the battle and requesting that Benham let various people, including Mrs. Gibbon, know that Gibbon’s command was not roughed up. Benham held the brevet of Major, hence Gibbon’s term of address.

This letter was carried by Muggins Taylor, who brought the first news of the fights to the outside world. Unfortunately, Terry’s first report, which Taylor also carried, was delayed in its transmission to the east and wound up arriving after the “I owe it to myself” report. Benham explained the circumstances in his own letter of 5 July to Division Headquarters in Chicago, which is reproduced as the second document in this appendix.

Both are self-explanatory and are offered without editing.

 Camp on Little Big Horn

 June 28th, 1876

Dear Major,

We will start down the river today for the steamboat with the wounded of Custer’s command and from the mouth of this stream move down to the mouth of the Big Horn. Gen. Custer’s command met with terrible disaster here on the 25th. Custer with 5 Co.’s were so far as we can ascertain, completely annihilated, no living man of them escaped except two of our Crow scouts who were lent Custer by me and brought us the first news. Mitch Bouyer was killed, and the bodies of Gen. Custer, Col. C. (his brother) and another brother (citizen), Capts. Keogh and Yates, and Lieuts. Cooke, Adjt. Calhoun, Porter, Riley, Sturgis (son of the Gen.), Hodgson, McIntosh, Harrington, Actg. Asst. Surgs. DeWolf and Lord have all been identified positively except those underscored [Porter, Riley, Sturgis and Lord were underlined. Harrington was not].

On the 26th we made a long march till dark, came in sight of some few scattering Indians, and the next day (yesterday) reached Col. Reno’s command fortified on the hill. They were in a desperate strait until 6 o’clock the night before (26th) with very little water and 50 wounded men and the Indians decamped in very great haste at out approach, leaving an immense quantity of plunder behind which we shall destroy later today [actually, there was no great haste involved, and the detritus was mostly either surplus to needs, or abandoned as a sign of mourning].

The delight of the poor fellows when they finally discovered us to be friends was extreme. Roughly stated, the loss of Custer’s command is about one half, say 250 men. The Indians were in great strength and were estimated at from 1800 to 2500 warriors [“warriors” underlined]. My command is intact and in fine order, and I wish you would telegraph the C.O.’s Fort Shaw and Camp Baker that we are all well, to allay the anxiety of friends. I wish I knew where Mrs. Gibbon was that you [might] telegraph her but I do not. At a venture you telegraph Mr. Henry Moale, 18 Commerce St., Baltimore, “Tell Fannie myself and command are all well, J.G.” Date it “Camp on Little Big Horn, June 28th.”

When the fight commenced Col. Reno with 3 Co.’s charged, had a heavy fight, was overpowered and driven back and took to the bluffs where he met 4 other Co’s and they had heavy fighting all the rest of that day and all of the 26th knew nothing of the fate of Custer and his 5 co’s until we arrived and informed them of it. 3 P.M. We have buried all the dead and I hope to have litters for the wounded finished in time to go a few miles down the river today, camp near the site of the Indian camp and destroy the property deserted by them. When you read this send it to Gen. A.J. Smith, Helena, who will please give it to Col. Broadwater at request of Carroll who is with us here.

 Yours Truly, J.G.

Major Benham

Ft. Ellis

Fort Ellis, M.T.,

July 5th 1876

To the Asst Adjt Genl

Mil Div of the Mo. Chicago, Ills.

Sir:

I have the honor to inform you that on the afternoon of July 3d, ‘76 a scout, Taylor, arrived at this post from Genl. Terry’s command with important dispatches for your headquarters.

I immediately in person took the dispatches to the telegraph office in Bozeman and was there informed that the line was in working order to Pleasant Valley.

On the 4th of July I went to town to see if the telegrams above referred to had been sent and found the telegraph office closed.

This afternoon on visiting Bozeman, I inquired if the telegrams left at the office on the 3d had been sent and was informed that they had been forwarded by mail this morning.

I deem this neglect of duty and criminal negligence on the part of the telegraph operator and report it accordingly.

If telegraph rates are charged on the dispatches above referred to between Bozeman and Helena, the bill should be repudiated and proceedings instituted against the company for neglect of duty because the dispatches were sent by mail from Bozeman to Helena, and if the agent had informed me that the telegrams could not have been sent I could have forwarded them by courier and thereby have gained twenty four hours time.

Copies of telegrams above referred to are sent you by this mail.

I am, Genl

 D.W. Benham,

 Capt. 7th Inf. Comd’g. Post

[CN] 2.14

[CT] FRANCIS M. GIBSON: A LETTER TO HIS WIFE, JULY 4, 1876

Many of the officers and soldiers of the 7th Cavalry wrote letters home as soon as the regiment got away from its battlefield and settled into camp on the Yellowstone - with the wounded attended to and sent off to Fort Lincoln. The impetus for this spate of letter writing was not only to furnish news of the disaster, but to let loved ones know that the writers had made it through in one piece [to be sure, some of them had been wounded], and that the horror stories which would undoubtedly be appearing in the press didn’t apply to them. This concern for their wives and/or families was the overriding consideration.

Nevertheless, these letters provide an abundant and excellent primary source of information, since it was understandably difficult to write that one was safe and not put in anything about the battle or the fate of friends and comrades. Many of these letters appear in this Appendix, either in toto or in edited form. The letter reproduced, in part, here was written by First Lieutenant Francis Marion Gibson, who was known as Frank, to his wife Katherine, who was at Fort Lincoln.

Gibson’s part in the fight on the hilltop has been characterized as minimal and his company commander, Benteen, afterward said that Gibson had done “not much” and only what Benteen had told him to do. In the famous Benteen-Goldin letters, Benteen called Gibson a coward, obviously confirming an expression of opinion from Theodore Goldin. Benteen’s actual words were that Gibson had “shown the white feather” at the Little Horn. Perhaps Gibson had, but if he did, Benteen never specified how - except maybe by protecting himself in a rifle pit. On the other hand, both Benteen and Goldin have given ample evidence that they were two of the biggest self-serving men who survived the Little Horn disaster. 

It is true that Gibson didn’t do much, but then neither did most of the men on the hilltop, including Benteen. There was nothing much to be done except to endure and survive as best one could. Gibson, to his everlasting credit, makes no extravagant claims of heroism or of anything else. His letter is full of useful information, as well as a few common conjectures and errors, and is rather understated. This tends to lend it a great deal of credibility.

Frank Gibson was a brother-in-law to First Lieutenant Donald McIntosh who was killed at the Little Horn during the retreat from the timber. They were married to sisters. There were several such relationships within the officer complement of the 7th, although it is safe to say that the regimental officers were considerably less than one big happy family. It was Gibson who identified McIntosh’s body.

This letter is the second of two Gibson wrote to his wife, the first having been penned immediately after the battle and giving no details of the action or march. This second letter was “written in pencil from the battlefield, on government toilet paper” according to Mrs. Gibson, but was actually written from the camp on the Yellowstone, at the mouth of the Big Horn (or, to be specific, opposite same on the north side). Only such portions of the letter that serve to illuminate the march and battle are reproduced.

Camp on the Yellowstone River,

Montana Territory,

July- 4, 1876

My dear Wife-

We have just been notified that a mail will leave at seven o’clock tonight, so I have time to write you all the particulars. We left the boat at the mouth of the Rosebud at noon on the twenty-second. The boat came up the mouth of the Big Horn with General Terry, and crossed Gibbon’s command which was to connect with us on the Little Big Horn River. On the twenty third, we struck an Indian trail, only two days old, so we marched night and day at trot and gallop with occasional short halts so, of course, the men and horses became exhausted for the need of rest and food, but still we went pushing and crowding along [this is an exaggeration]. At ten A.M., on the twenty-fifth we halted and officers call was sounded, and after we assembled, General Custer said the command had been discovered by the Indians, and our scouts had reported the village about fifteen miles off. He then said that the companies would resume march in the order that the company commanders reported them ready. Well, as it happened, Benteen was the first to report, so when the forward call was sounded our H company was leading the column. As we marched along through the heat I could not but recall the rather odd talk we had with Custer on the evening of the twenty-second. When officer’s call was sounded we assembled at his bivouac and squatted in groups about his cot. He told us that he expected to encounter at least a thousand Indians, and that all precautions for a long campaign must be taken. He said that until further orders no trumpet calls would be sounded except in an emergency. General Terry had offered him the additional force of the Second Cavalry which he had declined, confident that the Seventh could handle the matter alone. He also declined the offer of Gatling guns, because they might hamper our movements through such a rugged country. We were cautioned to husband our mules and ammunition and, finally, he asked all officers to make any suggestions to him at any time. This struck us all as the strangest part of the meeting, for you know how dominant and self-reliant he always was, and we left him with a queer sort of depression. McIntosh, Wallace, Godfrey and I walked back to our tents together and finally Wallace said - “I believe General Custer is going to be killed.”

“Why?” asked Godfrey. “Because I never heard him talk in this way before - that is, asking the advice of any one.”

This was going through my mind during the five miles of march and then we saw clouds of dust about ten miles ahead of us so the column again halted and battalions were formed of three companies each, commanded by Reno, Yates, Keogh. Benteen’s battalion which was comprised of H, D, and K companies, was sent to the left about five miles to see if the Indians were trying to escape up the valley of the Little Big Horn, after which we were to hurry and rejoin the command as quickly as possible. We never saw Custer after that. He went on with the balance of the command and, when he got in sight of the village, he ordered Reno, with companies A, G, and M to cross the Little Big Horn and open the fight, while he kept to the right with companies C, E, F, I, and L, and would attack the village in another place, and all this time Tom McDougall with B company was about three miles in our rear, bringing up the pack mules. When we got within two miles of the village Benteen got a note from Cooke, which ran thus- “Come on - big village - be quick - bring packs.” We didn’t wait for the packs as we felt pretty sure no Indians had passed our rear.

When we reached the battleground we found utter confusion. Reno had made a charge and had been repulsed, and driven back, his three troops came riding back to us in disorder, and he at the head, without hat. It was in that charge that McIntosh and Benny Hodgson fell. We then joined our three companies with Reno’s, put ourselves in position on a hill, and waited for McDougall to come up with the packs, and just before he reached us the Indians commenced to swarm around us like devils, thousands of them, all with modern rifles, while we were using old carbines, so we were put immediately on the defensive. We heard Custer’s command fighting about five miles off in our front, and we tried repeatedly, but in vain, to join him. It was impossible as we could neither abandon our wounded men, nor the packs of the whole command. Reno ordered Weir to take his company and try to make connection with Custer, but he returned saying he could find no sign of Custer’s command and that there were enough Indians there to eat up his company a hundred times over. Then our whole eight companies A, B, C, D, G, K, H and M went up to the highest point we could find, and with field glasses tried to locate Custer, but could see absolutely nothing, and finally concluded that he had gone to the timbers about six miles off and fortified himself. We found our present position hard to defend so we moved back to where we made our first stand. The Indians fought us until late that night. Of course no one dared close an eye, and at three o’clock in the morning, June twenty-sixth they opened fire on us again, harder than ever and all day long. It was oppressively hot and we were cut off from water, so the suffering was intense, especially among the wounded and dying. On the second day (the twenty-sixth) H company had three men killed and twenty one wounded. We occupied the most exposed position and the Indians had a clear fire at us from four sides, and my only wonder is that every one of us wasn’t killed. The bullets fell like a perfect shower of hail, and every instant I thought I certainly would be the next struck. They got to making bold charges on us, and it took hard fighting to keep them from riding over us, and getting our stock. Along in the afternoon our position became so desperate and our force depleted so rapidly by killed and wounded that it became absolutely necessary to do something if we hoped to live through the day, so we rallied our men and made three successful charges on them in all of which the Indians lost heavily, so they thought it wise to give us a little wider berth. The effect produced on the savages encouraged our men greatly, and they commenced to take heart again. The enemy continued to fight us until about six o’clock that evening, after which we would hear occasional shots, but pretty soon the firing ceased entirely, and about seven o’clock their village and all hands moved out hastily in a southerly direction, going away from us and we began to breathe freely again. In all this time we had heard nothing of Custer so we concluded ha had gone with General Terry. About nine o’clock on the evening of the twenty-sixth we were surprised to see Girard, the interpreter walk into our midst. He is the man you remember we used to buy eggs from. He had become separated from Reno’s command, and concealed himself in the bushes right in the midst of the Indians through it all, and about twelve o’clock that night in walked de Rudio. You can imagine our delight at the sight of him, for of course every one supposed him to be dead. It would take too much time and paper to give you a detailed account of his narrow escapes and experiences-he will tell you all about it when he sees you. Well, that night you may depend on it we slept well. About eight o’clock on the morning of the twenty seventh we saw clouds of dust arising about five miles in our front. We watched it steadily with glasses and soon saw a column advancing. Then the question arose as to whether they were Indians or soldiers. Some thought one way and some the other, so Reno sent some scouts out to ascertain, and in about half an hour they returned and said it was Terry with Gibbon’s command. That explained the cause of the Indian’s sudden departure the night before.

Can you imagine what a relief it was, and how grateful we felt when we saw these troops coming to succor us, absolutely taking us right out of the jaws of death, and such a horrible death. Of course, we inquired immediately for Custer and his five companies, and to our utter surprise and uneasiness we found that they had neither seen nor heard anything of them. H company was sent out over Custer’s battle ground for further information and it was not until then that we had any positive knowledge of what had happened to them. There we found them all, over two hundred and fifty souls, every last man of them killed. We recognized all of the officers but Porter, Harrington, Jack Sturgis and Dr Lord. There is no hope of their having escaped for Porter’s coat with his name in it was found with a bullet hole through the back, and we found Jack’s pants, shirt and underwear with his name on them, but we could find no trace whatever of Harrington, or Dr Lord. It was the most horrible sight my eyes ever rested on. A Crow Indian who was with Custer, got a Sioux blanket and made his escape. He is the only living man we know who saw Custer fight. He says the troops fought desperately and killed more Indians than there were soldiers.

The Indians left their village to fight Custer and fought dismounted. The officers of Gibbon’s command know this Crow Indian and say he is a truthful man. In our seven companies they killed and wounded about one hundred and twelve men and two officers.

On the twenty-seventh I buried McIntosh, and his grave is nicely marked. Benny Hodgson was also buried that day. Varnum cried over Benny’s death like a baby- you know how much they thought of one another. Benteen also took Yates death very hard. On the twenty eight the command moved to Custer’s battleground, and buried all the dead.

I have been placed in command of C troop and my men buried Custer and Tom and their young schoolboy brother. I had them placed beside each other, and the graves marked.

Had Gibbon’s command not come the Indians would not have left us, and it would only have been a question of time for them to get us all, for our ammunition would have given out, likewise our provisions, and we would have shared the same fate of the others. On the twenty-ninth everything the Indians had left in the village was destroyed by General Terry’s orders. We made litters for the wounded and carried them many miles to the Far West, which was on the Big Horn, just at the mouth of the Little Big Horn. We then marched to the river and were put on this side of [obviously this should read “by”] the Far West. Yesterday she went to Bismarck to get in telegraphic communication with General Sheridan, and we believe we are to remain in camp until her return, which will be in about two weeks. Smith of Terry’s command went to Bismarck to attend to the business. General Terry with the balance of his staff are here. There never was such an Indian fight in this country before, and probably never will be again. Say nothing about what I am about to tell you, but if it hadn’t been for Benteen every one of us would have been massacred. Reno did not know which end he was standing on, and Benteen just took the management of affairs in his own hands, and it was very fortunate for us that he did. I think he is one of the coolest and bravest men I have ever known…

Gibson repeats some common errors or perhaps shows that certain things had already been agreed to among the officers of the regiment. He says that Reno ordered Weir to open up communication with Custer, which was untrue - Weir started on his own hook. He also overstates the casualties with Custer, claiming that some 250 men were killed. These sorts of statements led to the lingering debate over how many men were missing and contributed to the fallacy that there might have been survivors.

The lieutenant also repeats the myth of lengthy and forced marches; although it may be that he simply got his dates mixed up when he said that they marched all day and night, with only short stops, after finding the trail on the 23rd. He is definitely in error in claiming that said trail was only two days old otherwise the regiment would have overtaken the Indians who made the trail before reaching the Little Horn, probably before reaching Davis Creek.

Benteen’s “heroism” and Reno’s incompetence are likely both grossly overstated, certainly Benteen’s conduct is in terms of heroics, although there is no doubt that Benteen steered Reno in certain directions and that Reno allowed this to happen. There is also no doubt but that Reno was considerably discomfited, but it might not be fair to say that he “did not know which end he was standing on.” Gibson is also in error when he refers to Custer’s “young schoolboy brother.” Boston Custer was 28 years of age and not a schoolboy, so Gibson most likely means Armstrong Reed by this reference.

Gibson does provide some interesting and useful information, assuming it to be factually reported. He tells us that Custer did indeed make a division of the regiment into four battalions, not three and that Yates and Keogh were battalion commanders, as might be supposed. He also makes it clear that McDougall and the pack train were never more than 3 miles behind the rest of the troops.

The description of the fighting on the hilltop is very credible, but Gibson does not say that the high number of casualties in H Company was due to the failure to dig in or put up breastworks during the night of the 25th.

I find one of the most interesting comments in one of Gibson’s asides. This is often the case - finding a gem here and there in something that someone doesn’t quite realize he has said, even when the speaker/writer might be trying to conceal the very thing he reveals. In this case, the comments follow his description of the “charges” made against the Indians: “The effect…encouraged our men greatly, and they commenced to take heart again.” The implication is obvious - the men on Benteen’s line had become discouraged, probably because of their heavy and unnecessary casualties and the charges had been made not for any military purpose but simply to boost morale. This was not bad leadership, but pretending that the charges were necessary to accomplish some greater purpose was less than forthright. Of course, the Indians were not crowding the lines as much as Benteen and others would have us believe. In fact they were a couple of hundred yards away and the charges never covered that whole distance.

There is a lot more anecdotal evidence in Gibson’s letter and a few more instances of errors, but it is not necessary to detail everything that is correct or otherwise, for the letter stands as a beautiful example of the first hard news to reach the waiting families at Lincoln and elsewhere.





[CN] 2.15

[CT] EDWARD GODFREY: A LETTER COMMENTING UPON SOME ACTIONS OF LUTHER HARE AT THE LITTLE HORN

The following is a letter from Godfrey to the Adjutant General in Washington, D. C., detailing some of the actions of Luther Hare during the fights on the Little Horn, with emphasis on the withdrawal from Weir Point. It is offered as written, without comment. I am not sure of the motivation behind the letter, although it may have been written at the request of Hare. While the letter is undated, Godfrey signed it as “retired,” indicating that it was written after 9 October 1907.

SUBJECT: Narrative of Part of the Battle of Little Big Horn - Lt. Hare’s Participation

TO: The Adjutant General, U. S. Army, Washington, D.C.

In the campaign against hostile Indians in 1876, the 7th U. S. Cavalry, commanded by Lt. Col. George A. Custer (Brevet Major General U.S.A.), was a part of the field force commanded by Brig. Gen. Alfred H. Terry. I commanded Troop K, 7th Cavalry, of which Lt. Luther R. Hare was 2nd Lieut. On the 22nd of June, the 7th Cavalry and Indian Scouts were sent on detached service under the command of General Custer. On the night of June 24th, Lt. Hare was detailed to duty with the Indian Scouts and was with Major Reno’s command in the attack on the hostile Indians June 25th, known as the “Battle of the Little Big Horn.”

When Captain Benteen joined Major Reno after the latter’s retreat from the valley of the Little Big Horn, Lt. Hare joined my troop - his Scouts having fled the field. A few minutes later Major Reno sent for him and ordered him to go back to the Pack Train and bring up the ammunition packs. Lt. Hare’s horse was badly blown from climbing the bluffs and he asked me for my horse to make the trip. When he had mounted I bade him good luck for I never expected to see him again as the hostiles were all about us. He, however, was able to elude them and in time returned with the reserve ammunition. Major Reno later informed me that he had detailed Lt. Hare as his Adjutant.

Sometime after the arrival of the pack train and escort, Major Reno moved the command about two miles in the direction of what subsequently proved to be Custer’s Battlefield, to the highest point on the ridge bordering the valley. While overlooking the battlefield the hostiles began moving in our direction and Major Reno, with four troops and the pack train, moved back about two miles where he made a stand and later was surrounded and besieged two days, leaving Troops D, K and M to hold the high point and the ridge above. After Major Reno had selected his position he sent Lt. Hare to order these troops to rejoin the main command. Being nearest this order was given me first and he went to the other two troops, these being attacked. I mounted my troop and was marching when Lt. Hare overtook me. About that time Troop M came over the high point and soon passed us at full gallop and soon after Troop D crossed this point at full gallop, followed by the hostiles in close pursuit. I remarked to Hare: “If this continues, the Indians will follow us right into the main command and I am going to try to stop it.” He replied: “All right, Adjutant or no Adjutant, I going to stay with you.” I replied: “1 may need you,” having in mind Major Reno’s disorganized retreat from the bottom, the enterprise seemed indeed like a forlorn hope and was realized more particularly when the other two troops passed on to the main command.

The troop was dismounted, opened fire and drove the hostiles to cover. During their retreat of about a mile or more, the main command was enabled to make disposition for defense, the hostiles several times were driven to cover and prevented making a follow up on the position. At one time a panic was imminent and then it was that Lt. Hare’s presence and help was greatly appreciated in controlling the nervous and critical situation.

I have thus particularized this episode because, so far as I know, no official report was ever submitted relative it. I briefly mentioned it in a paper read before the Officer Lyceum at West Point in 1880, and later in part was published in the Century Magazine, January 1892. I submit it now because I believe Lt. Hare is entitled to citation for his gallant and unselfish conduct in the two episodes above related and as his then troop commander I so recommend.

E. S. Godfrey

Brig. Gen., USA, Ret.

[CN] 2.16

[CT] LUTHER HARE: A LETTER TO AN UNIDENTIFIED CORRESPONDENT, JUNE 11, 1929

Luther Hare, who was one of the few officers to stand out at the Little Horn was not known as either a prolific writer or commenter on the subject of the fights. Frank and outspoken, he never did anything to hide his opinions, when he expressed them. He would today be classified as anti-Custer, although he apparently felt that he had good and sufficient reasons for feeling as he did and did not appear to have been biased or influenced by other than what he considered facts.

A copy of the following letter was found in his personal papers and although there is no addressee, I have an idea that it was written to a newspaper in response to something which had appeared in its pages.

The letter stands very well on its own two feet, without editing and only minor commentary by me.

Sherman, Texas

June 11, 1929

On the 25th of June, 1876, 1 was on duty with the Indian scouts who were commanded by Lieut. Varnum. The Scouts were attached to Major Reno’s squadron and were all in action with the Sioux Indians, and the regiment, the 7th Cavalry, was commanded by Lieut. Col Geo. A. Custer.

After Reno and Benteen and McDougal had all joined on Reno Hill, Capt. Weir and Troop D marched off to the north because we had heard very distinct firing to the north. I am satisfied all of the officers and the command heard it, although some of them (two or three) may have thought the firing was in the village. Finally, after the pack train was up, the remainder of the command started north in the direction of the firing to the north. The three advanced troops, D, M, and K in the order named reached the hills overlooking Medicine Tail Coulee and the region to the north [note the absence of a reference to Benteen’s H Company]. We could see people over there on what is now known as Custer Ridge, but could not distinguish whether they were Indians or soldiers. There were some of them riding fast. I think by the time we got down there, they were finishing up the wounded and mutilating the dead. Finally, the Indians seeing us in this position started for us. Soon M Troop started to the rear, that is, to the south and passed K Troop at an increased gait. Then D Troop passed to the rear at a similar rate of speed and soon all organizations were out of sight over the ridge in the direction of Reno Hill except K Troop. Lieut. Godfrey was in command of K Troop to which I belonged, although I was acting squadron adjutant in place of Hodgson killed in the bottom. Lieut. Godfrey said to me: “These Indians are closing in on us too fast. We have got to stop and hold them.” He then gave orders for his troop to dismount and caused the Indians to stop their advance there at that time and the led horses got back to Reno Hill without difficulty. K Troop then made an orderly retreat by alternate files to Reno Hill. This was the first real check the Indians received on the 25th of June. I have always thought that this movement saved the command as had they been able to charge in on the troops on Reno Hill without being delayed, the result would have been the same as on Custer Ridge. This delay enabled B, D and M to select and get into position, the other troops having already gotten into position [see also Appendix 2.15].

While we were burying the dead on the Custer battlefield on the 28th of June, both Benteen and Weir said to me they thought Reno should have remained in the bottom. I always thought that the getting on the high ground was the wise course to follow. On one occasion I said to Capt. Benteen: “If you had come up and found Reno in the bottom position, surrounded by Indians, you would have joined him. This would have left McDougal and his troop with the extra ammunition outside in a perilous position.” Benteen was very decided that Reno should have stayed in the bottom.

I saw Varnum a great deal through the fight on Reno Hill. The daring way in which Varnum exposed himself encouraging the men, confirmed his previous fine record. He was a soldier of magnificent courage. He had shown this under Custer in a previous Indian fight.

L. R. Hare

Lt. Col. U.S.A., Retired

[CT] 2.17

[CT] MARK KELLOGG: LETTERS OF JUNE 21, 1876

Mark Kellogg, who accompanied the Dakota Column as a correspondent for the Bismarck Tribune and the New York Herald, penned the following letters on 21 June 1876. They appeared in the Herald on 11 July 1876. Kellogg was killed while with Custer’s command on 25 June and his body was discovered near the Little Horn considerably below Custer Hill. It is likely that he was one of the first casualties of the fighting. His body reportedly was not mutilated, probably because it was not discovered.

The letters, one for publication and one “private” are reproduced with only one instance of editing, and with no commentary.

The following private letter and hurried correspondence for publication from the pen of our slaughtered correspondent, Mark Kellogg, will be read with painful interest. We give them both just as written, in order to enable our readers to see the last written messages from our gallant correspondent in all their simplicity and force:

THE PRIVATE LETTER

In Camp on Yellowstone

June 21, 1876

To the Editor of the Herald: - Enclosed please find manuscript, which I have been forced to write very hurriedly, owing to the want of time given me for the purpose. My last was badly demoralized from wetting, as then briefly explained, and I feared it would not prove acceptable on that account. The officers of the expedition have written generally to their friends to watch for the Herald, as they know I am to record their deeds. I will endeavor to give you interesting letters as we go along. I have the liberty of the entire column, headquarters and all, and will get down to bottom facts in all matters connected with the expedition.

Very truly yours,

M. H. Kellogg

THE LETTER FOR PUBLICATION

The following letter for publication was written by Mr. Kellogg four days before the daring charge of Custer, in which the latter and all his followers, including our correspondent, lost their lives:

At Mouth of Rosebud, on Yellowstone River,

June 21, 1876

From June 12, the date of my last communication, until June 19, the only occurrences of General Terry’s command were the establishment of a supply depot at the mouth of the Powder River and making the steamer Far West a moving base of supplies, having on board thirty days’ rations and forage; the movement of the steamer to the mouth of the Tongue River with the headquarters command on board, and the march of General Custer from the mouth of the Powder River to the mouth of the Tongue River, an estimated distance of forty miles, moving up the valley of the Yellowstone River. During the trip no incident occurred except the display of sharp rifle shooting on the part of General Custer who brought down an antelope at 400 yards and nearly shot off the heads of: several sage hens. The country north of the Powder River, for a distance of twelve to fifteen miles, is very poor, low and causing hard marching, with a soil producing no grasses, only sage brush and cactus. En route, on the 15th, the column passed through an abandoned Indian camp, apparently less than a year old. It had been a large camp, being two miles or more in length, and must have contained 1,200 or 1,500 lodges. Game was very scarce, and no buffalo at all were seen.

The Yellowstone is looming high, and its current is so swift, eddying and whirling as to create a seething sound like that of a soft wind rustling in the tall grass. Its color resembles yellowish clay at this point. It is cool and pleasant to the taste, and is a larger body of water than that of the Missouri River above its mouth, but very much superior for purposes of steamboat navigation. The waters of the Tongue River are of a deepish red color, running swiftly, and not very palatable to the taste.

On the 19th of June General Custer, with six companies of cavalry, crossed the Tongue River, about three miles from its mouth, by fording, and marching to a point about nine miles from where Major Reno with six companies of the Seventh Cavalry were encamped, having returned from the scout he was ordered upon; but, for some cause unknown to your correspondent, Major Reno was unfortunate enough not only to exceed but to disobey the instructions of General Terry, a copy of which is subjoined, [see Appendix 1.1].

Major Reno made an error in that he crossed, going a due south course, from the forks of the Powder to the Rosebud River, where he found a fresh hostile trail. General Terry had planned to have Major Reno return to the column, marching down the valley of the Tongue River; and after he had formed the junction General Custer was to organize his regiment for a scout up the Tongue, thence across to the Rosebud, striking it near its head; thence down that valley towards General Terry, who in the meantime would move by steamer to the mouth of the Rosebud, join General Gibbon’s command, march up that valley until he met and joined General Custer. The plan was an excellent one, and but for the unfortunate movement of Major Reno the main force of the Indians, numbering 1,500, would have been bagged. As it is, a new campaign is organized, and to-morrow, June 22, General Custer with twelve cavalry companies, will scout from its mouth up the valley of the Rosebud until he reaches the fresh trail discovered by Major Reno, and move on that trail with all rapidity possible in order to overhaul the Indians, whom it has been ascertained are hunting buffalo and making daily and leisurely short marches. In the meantime, General Terry will move on the steamer to the mouth of the Big Horn River, scouting Pumpkin Creek en route, with General Gibbon’s cavalry as well as infantry, which are marching toward the Big Horn on the north side of the Yellowstone. This part of the command marched up the Big Horn valley in order to intercept the Indians if they should at tempt to escape from General Custer down that avenue. The hope is now strong and I believe, well founded, that this band of ugly customers, known as Sitting Bull’s band, will be “gobbled” and dealt with as they deserve. General Custer’s command made a rapid march from the Tongue River to the Rosebud, over some portion of which the route covered was the mauvaises terres in the ugliest forms; up and down the ascents and descents so abrupt as to appear impassible for locomotion, circuiting and twisting hither and thither - now along a narrow defile, then through a deep, abrupt, canyon, in which the sun’s rays created a warm, still atmosphere that caused panting breaths and reeking perspiration. However, the sharp, quick march of the cavalry kept pace with the steamer which was running up the Yellow stone. Frequently by us in the rear, the light colored buckskin on the person of General Custer would be seen, followed closely by the head of the column, as he and they climbed the heights from out the winding, yawning, abysses below.

As we proceeded further up the valley of the Yellowstone River its attractions became more marked, more defined, and more beautiful. Vegetation increases in size, in the grasses as well as in the timber. Beautiful little islands are frequently seen, covered to their very edges with a thick growth of trees whose vivid green foliage hides the branches that reach far outward over the yellowish waters flowing swiftly beneath. The banks of the river are abrupt, the channel unchanging, the bed of which is composed of gravel and its depth sufficient at its usual low stage to allow light draught steamers to navigate its length from its emptying into the Missouri River to the mouth of the Big Horn, a distance of nearly 500 miles. I write of this stream as I see it, for the purpose of informing the thousands of readers of the Herald of the magnitude and facilities it affords for commercial purposes in the near future, when its beautiful valley shall become populated, of a stream that has the appearance on the maps of being only a mere creek. A valley of your own “away down East” is merely the area of a race track compared with the valleys of the far west. Here they range from 30 to 500 miles in length, ranging in width from one to fifteen. The upper portion of the Yellowstone valley, that is to say, the upper half of the valley, is superior to the balance in all respects - for grass and timber, not only in quantity but in quality; for richness of soil; for health and climate; for its abundance of game, its quantity of fish and other things besides.

Brigadier General Alfred H. Terry, in command of this expedition, I find to be my ideal of a commanding general - large brained, sagacious, far reaching, cool under all circumstances and with rare executive abilities. He is besides genial, courteous, frank and manly. So far as he is concerned, I contend that his planning has been of the finest character, and unless his subordinates frustrate them by overt acts of their own, must be successful. He has won the hearts of all who have come to know him and is highly, regarded by the whole command. Of his staff, while it may seem invidious of me to mention singly, still it is my privilege to say that I find them all kind, courteous, high toned gentlemen, all of whom fill creditably and well the requisites of their various positions. And now a word for the most peculiar genius in the army, a man of strong impulses, of great hearted friendships and bitter enmities, of quick, nervous temperament, undaunted courage, will and determination; a man possessing electrical mental capacity and of iron frame and constitution; a brave, faithful, gallant soldier, who has warm friends and bitter enemies; the hardest rider, the greatest pusher, with the most untiring vigilance, overcoming seeming impossibilities, and with an ambition to succeed in all things he undertakes; a man to do right, as he construes the right, in every case; one respected and beloved by his followers, who would freely follow him into the “jaws of hell.” Of Lieutenant Colonel G. A. Custer I am now writing. Do not think I am over drawing the picture. The pen picture is true to life, and is drawn not only from actual observation, but from an experience that cannot mislead me.

The officers of the several companies of the Seventh Cavalry, so far as my acquaintance extends, are as brave and gallant a lot of men as ever drew a sword in their country’s cause. I can say as much for the infantry. Brave and true-hearted, every one of them. In my opinion, based on an experience and familiarity with the army and its men for years, I believe I am safe in saying that the present expedition under the command of General Terry is made up from among the best in the American service, the Seventh and the Second cavalry and the Sixth, Seventeenth, Twentieth and Seventh infantry. My acquaintance with General Gibbon and General Brisbin is 1imited, but I hear them spoken highly of on all hands. Their record in days gone by bear me out in stating that they occupy positions for which they are eminently fitted, and the commands are made up of the same fearless fellows as compose the Seventh Cavalry.

General Gibbon and command departed from Fort Ellis, Montana Territory, on April 1, pursuant to orders, and marched to a point designated on the Yellowstone, where they have been held in check and prevented from crossing by the extreme high water and rapid current of that stream. While lying in camp not far from the mouth of the Rosebud, during the past four weeks they have been frequently annoyed by bravado demonstrations by hostile Indians on the heights opposite them, who would dash up on their ponies, laugh in derision, shout, whoop and cavort around, like so many gymnasts, and then ride off at a gallop with a war whoop. All this had to be submitted to, for it was simply impossible to cross the boiling, seething, roaring stream that intervened without hazarding valuable lives.

[CN] 2.18

[CT] SERGEANT RILEY LANE, 7TH INFANTRY: A LETTER TO HIS BROTHER, JULY 3, 1876

The letter reproduced below is one of several written soon after the fights on the Little Horn by soldiers of Terry’s command. This one comes from Sergeant Riley Lane [actually Riley Rood] of the 7th Infantry of Gibbon’s Montana Column. Lane is a reliable witness, except when it comes to numbers, which he tends to overstate. His account of the conditions on Custer Field is extremely valuable. I have edited the letter somewhat in terms of purely personal matters, but have retained the original spelling and grammar throughout.

July 3d 1876

Camp on Yellowstone,

3 miles below mouth of Big Horn River,

Bro Frank:

I arrived in this camp last night after a 30 miles march and found your letter of May 15th awaiting me here…

Well, I suppose you would like to hear what we have been doing & I will try to tell you though I must nescessarily be brief. we have to-day been in the field 109 days & in that time marched over 1000 miles. on the 26 of May we had 3 men killed by indians and 31 head of horses & mules Stolen from here…

At Powder river we found Gen Terry & staff with the 7th Cavalry & the plan of the campaign was arrainged. Gen Custar was to take his cavalry & march up the Rose-bud creek while Gen Terry & Gen Gibbon took our command by way of the Big-horn to attack an indian camp on the Little-horn river 60 miles from this place. We came from Powder river back to this camp, & here left our train, Blankets, tents, in fact every thing but guns ammunition & six days rations & on the 24 of june Started for the indian camp. Marched 60 miles in two days, about noon of June 26 our indian Scouts came in & reported that Gen Custar had attackt an indian Camp 20 miles from us & was being cut all to pieces by them. pushed on 5 miles farther & Saw a large Smoke. Gen Gibbons Say’s, Men! Gen Custar has whiped them & is burning their camp. altho foot-Sore & tired the boys gave a cheer & pushed on 10 miles farther; where we found the hills covered with indians. Placed our Gatlin Battery’s in position, formed line of battle & waited for morning; as it was quite dark. In the morning, marched through their village (which they had deserted) leaving all their lodge poles standing & most of their effects & formed a junction with what was left of Custar’s Cavalry. We found maj reno on a hill fortified, with 300 men, all that was left out of 700. of the ballance; we buried 300. wounded 40. missing 60. the Missing men were probably all killed.

Custar had not waited for us, but divided his command & charged the camp from 2 sides He taking 5 companies with him,- Leaving 6 companies with Maj Reno, & one to guard the pack train. Of Custar & his 5 Co’s but one man escaped - an indian Scout. the rest we found striped, & murdered on the hill & in the ravine most all Scalped & more or less mutilated. Reno, with the other 7 co’s had been repulsed with heavy loss - took to the hill & were Standing them off as best they could, when we came up.

Had we not come up when we did, I doubt if a man of the 7th Cavalry would have been left to tell the tale…

Gen Custar did not supose he was attacking over 800 warriors, While the fact is there were over 4,000 of them, as there was a village of 1300 lodges. The indians must have suffered heavily as over 300 dead indians was found in one ravine. Custar’s Command & Terr’y together only numbered 1100 men - Custar’s 7th Cavalry 700 - Gibbon’s 6 Co’s 7th inft. 200, 4 Co’s 2 Cav 200 men. had Custar waited one day for us there would have been a different tale to tell altho I doubt whether we could have “got away with them.” 14 Officers were killed in Custar’s Command. In one place on the hill I Saw Gen Custar laid by the Side of his 2 Bro’s & Nephew. his Brother in Law Capt Calhoon was near; also Lieut Porter, Sturgis & Keho & about 50 men all circled around Custar. here must have been the close of the fight…

Terry has 700 men all told to fight them with, & we hear nothing at all from Crook. Terry, Custar, & Crook were to have attacked the camp to-gether, but through some mistake failed to connect…
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[CT] JESSE M. LEE: A LETTER TO ELIZABETH CUSTER, JUNE 27, 1897

Jesse M. Lee was the recorder for the Reno Court of Inquiry and his performance in that capacity has been criticized by many, including me. Whether he did his best, or was manipulated by the Court, the Army, or Reno’s counsel, is something that will likely never be known. Given his attitudes, as evidenced in the following letter, one might think that he put the results of his research into a more complete written form, but so far nothing has emerged. The genesis of this letter was a request to Nelson Miles that he ask Mrs. Custer for some token of remembrance of her late husband. Miles passed along the request and Mrs. Custer, as was her wont, sent Lee a letter, now lost, and a photograph of Armstrong Custer. This is Lee’s reply.

Strangely enough, Libbie Custer added a note to this reply, before filing it away, that she had not answered it - since she didn’t know who this J.M. Lee character was and he had not affixed any title under his signature. The letter is reproduced here in its entirety, omitting only the emphasis which appears rather haphazardly throughout the original.

Madison Barracks

Sacketts Harbor. N.Y.

June 27, 1897

My Dear Madam:

Among the agreeable surprises of my life none I appreciate more fully than in receiving your kind and touching letter of the nineteenth instant. I have also received the photograph of your distinguished husband. Such tokens of esteem I shall ever cherish because you honor me with them and because they relate to one whose name and fame will shine with unceasing splendor while jealousy and prejudice shall be surely relegated to oblivion.

I want to say to you in all frankness, that at one time l was in some degree influenced by the prejudiced opinions of those whose motives I did not understand, and whose sources of information I then had no means of testing. But soon after I was brought into close conduct with thousands of Indians - the Sioux, Cheyennes and others; and in Jan’y 1879 I was Recorder of the Reno Court of Inquiry; a year later I visited the field of battle. Now, I tried to be honest and fair minded and allow nothing but facts to make an impression on my mind. So it came about in the light of long and confidential talks with Indians under my charge; in the light of what was said to me by witnesses before they went on the stand, and in light of much of that testimony on the stand and finally in the light of my visit to the field, my judgment could no more escape the conclusion of facts than to deny that I am penning these lines. That conclusion I referred to in my letter to General Miles and I am glad you consider it “generous and fair” - it is true! I do not believe any unprejudiced mind - any one whose heart is free from the petty jealousy could with a knowledge of all the facts come to any other conclusion. When I got to the facts, it was easy to understand how self interest influenced opinions - how jealousy being unopposed - could mask its horrid front and loosen its tongue of calumny - with none to answer - how the living could extol themselves for prudence and delay and condemn the dead as rash and impetuous, how authority though. inexperienced, sought to evade responsibility through a loophole of escape. Had someone blundered? Then how easy to censure those who could not answer. It was both cruel and unjust for anyone to send that dispatch: “Orders were disobeyed but the penalty paid.” This dispatch reveals both weakness and incompetency. The sender, I believe, knew but little if anything about Indians, but he did know General Custer, and it verges on imbecility to suppose that anyone would expect those Indians to be held in position several days by one column waiting and making it convenient for another column to attack them.

I was glad to see that General Miles had gotten at all the material facts, and of course there could be but one conclusion. I think Capt. Philo Clark, in his life time, got the facts, and the conclusion was the same. Major Godfrey, when Captain in the Seventh Cavalry, wrote a very fair article on this subject. There has been so much misrepresentation, so much from personal and interested motives that it would seem that the truth is hard to separate from the chaff, but I believe that the impartial historian will do justice to your distinguished husband. My opinion, as such, is of but little moment one way or the other, but I believe as an unprejudiced person I have had better opportunities to get at the facts than almost any other person. These facts show beyond successful contradiction:

1st. That General Custer was not disobeying General Terry’s orders in attacking the Indians. Any other course under the circumstances would have been ridiculous and absurd.

2nd. Major Reno - according to ‘General Gibbon’s testimony – left abandoned a splendid position where he threatened the entire village, and thus enabled the entire force of Indians to concentrate on General Custer who was thus compelled to meet them with less than 2/5 of the effective force of his regiment.

3rd. Major Reno’s disastrous retreat resulted in keeping out of the battle at a critical period fu1ly 3/5 of the effective force, and in doing this all chance for victory over the Indians was lost.

I had not the honor of a personal acquaintance with General Custer. I saw him but once in my life, but I feel that I would be recreant to truth were I to fail to say and write on appropriate occasions that which I know is in accord with his great reputation.

Should I ever come to New York it would be a pleasure for me to call upon you. I am a poor writer as you no doubt perceive, but I have given so much thought and taken so much interest in these subjects, that I would be delighted to talk with you about them - if agreeable to you - because they are of such great historical interest.

With my best wishes, and thank you most cordially, J.M. Lee
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[CT] DR. HOLMES O. PAULDING: EXCERPTS FROM HIS CORRESPONDENCE OF 1876

First Lieutenant Holmes O. Paulding, Assistant Surgeon, was the medical officer accompanying the column of Colonel John Gibbon during the Sioux campaign of 1876. Doctor Paulding was a young man [23 years of age] at the beginning of the campaign, and expressed himself candidly in his letters to his family and in his diary. In this appendix, short excerpts bearing on the Little Horn fights and the movement of the Montana column are reproduced. Paulding appears to have been an honest and truthful reporter of those things which he personally witnessed, although most definitely opinionated and generally lets one know when his information is second-hand or rumor.

Paulding was on his first expedition, although he had served in the West for more than a year at Forts Snelling and Abraham Lincoln. He, in common with most young officers on the frontier, was impatient to see some kind of action, even if there would be no glory in it for him in his capacity as Assistant Surgeon and he lets his impatience show through in several places in his correspondence. It is obvious that he harbored no great admiration for Gibbon, or respect for Gibbon’s military and leadership qualities. One must remember however, that Paulding was not a trained military man himself and hence many of his judgments are based less upon expertise than upon youthful exuberance and expectation.

In editing this material, I have attempted to clean up the spelling and grammar a bit and to present those passages which are not only of interest to students of the campaign, but which also serve to illustrate Paulding’s feelings and biases. All of the letters quoted here were addressed to his mother, who resided in Washington, D.C.

FROM A LETTER 21 APRIL 1876 FROM FORT PEASE

…this morning a Scout brought us in dispatches, from which we learned…that General Crook had gone back after losing some men and a great deal of stock…and that he was to start again about May 15th.

We are left the only force in the field, and Custer is to come over from Lincoln, and perhaps part of Hazen’s command from Buford - all to concentrate about this part of the country…our orders are now to stay here and fortify the place and wait further supplies etc., which will keep us in this miserable hole for from thirty to forty days. Our camp is just outside the stockade on a sage brush alkali plain full of carcasses, old skins, and other filth from the previous occupants of the place, and it will be a wonder if they don’t get typhoid fever when the rains begin…I don’t think we can cross again below here, as our last one [attempt to ford] nearly swept the horses off their feet, and reached up to the saddles, since which the Big Horn has joined its large current with the Yellowstone, and nearly doubled the size. I suppose, however, that if Gibbon gets it in his head to try it again, nothing will demonstrate its unpracticability short of drowning one or two dozen men, unless he waves his hand and spreads the waters asunder like Col. and Bvt. Gen. Moses. Brisbin has been quite decent and pleasant this time, though he is like the 5th wheel of a coach, and has nothing to do, and no command except merely nominally that of the Cavalry battalion. He can’t ride a horse & goes booming along in a spring wagon

FROM A LETTER 24 APRIL 1876 FROM FORT PEASE

…Gibbon don’t want me to go off after deer or buffalo, which would carry me some distance away, for, as he feelingly says: if I should get shot, they wouldn’t have any doctor & might want one. I hope I will get a small perforation if we have a fight, just for spite. I would rather be shot than have any of the men so injured as to require operations impossible of performance by one unassisted surgeon, for I can’t conceive of anything worse than to know what should be done for a man, and not be able to do it.

FROM A LETTER 1 MAY 1876 FROM FORT PEASE

…Ball’s command, with Roe and the other boys, has just got in, and had a nice trip. Saw no Indians at all, and lots and lots of game…We sent a party of the Indians [Crow scouts] down to the Rosebud River, and they got back yesterday, saying they saw no signs of Sioux…I wonder where they are? Probably have gone north of the Missouri to their “Agencies,” or across the line [it was Gibbon’s purpose to prevent exactly this type of movement]. I wish we would go somewhere away from here, instead of purposelessly fooling around in sage brush bottoms all summer.

FROM A LETTER 14 JUNE 1876 FROM THE YELLOWSTONE, NORTH SIDE, BETWEEN THE ROSEBUD AND THE TONGUE

…We just returned yesterday from a long march of about two weeks down nearly to the Powder River. Part of our command did reach Powder River, and there met Gen. Terry, who had come up with a steamer, it being not far from the Missouri; and the same day our party arrived, Gen. Custer with the 7th Cay. (entire 12 companies) came marching in, down the Powder River valley, with the band playing and guidons flying from each troop. Our fat friend Gen. Brisbin was with the party that first reached Gen. Terry…when we got within about two days march of Powder River, Brisbin experienced an unaccountable liking for water, and got out of the ambulance (in which he has been riding all the way from Ellis) to go with the boats that one day. The consequence was that, instead of camping with us that night, the long-headed old chap, who had knowledge that they [Terry’s command] could not be far off & must be within easy reach by boats, since they can travel 75 or 100 miles a day in the current, went on down, & sure enough he succeeded in getting in the first word with Terry, before Gibbon should see him. Terry came up in the steamer next day, and hearing that we had seen an Indian camp near the Rosebud, which we cautiously had not attempted to disturb, ordered us all back, & so coming up - with Custer on the other side of the river…The morning of May 23, a war party came over this side of the river & caught 3 of our men near the bluffs. They killed and mutilated these men and then rode off, pursued by a party of our Cavalry; but they might as well hunt for a needle in a haystack as Indians in the badlands. I was sent out with a small party to bring in the bodies, and we buried them in camp just after sunset.

During the ceremony there were about 200 Sioux on the bluffs across the river, watching us and riding around in plain sight. A large camp was found up the Rosebud, about 18 miles off; but our genial C.O, did not deem it advisable to attack it - a chance any other commander would give any price for - and after laying there for 10 days, with the Indians showing themselves every day in plain sight, as if they knew what a harmless concern they were dealing with, he at last began to do something – not to cross the command in boats and attack - but to go away And this he did, keeping on down the river till we met Terry, and were turned back as soon as he heard of it

[Gibbon’s actions were extraordinary throughout his “campaign” down the north side of the Yellowstone. Not only did he not prevent the Hostiles from crossing as they pleased, which was his prime directive, but he also failed to follow up on positive information as to the location of a major Indian camp. What is even stranger is that Gibbon did not notify Terry of his findings until it was much too late to do anything about it and in fact at one point actually lied outright in saying that no sign had been found of the migrating Sioux. Brisbin undoubtedly wanted to get to Terry first, so that he could as much as possible disassociate himself from Gibbon’s utter failure to do anything. It’s hard to see how much impact Brisbin’s report could have had, in terms of being self-serving, coming as it did from a cavalry commander who had to march by ambulance].

Our C.O.‘s excuse was that he had rec’d orders from St. Paul to guard this side of the Yellowstone. There’s literal obedience for you. This whole trip has been a miserable farce, and everything has been as disagreeable as idiotic, pig-headed stupidity could make it. …

FROM A LETTER 28 JUNE 1876 AT LITTLE BIG HORN RIVER

…We reached here yesterday morning, to find that Custer’s command had attacked an immense village extending along the valley from here up and down several miles each way.

His command divided into 3 battalions, attacking at different points on the 25th. He, with five whole companies, was literally annihilated, not an Officer or man escaping. Reno’s battalion of 3 Co’s made two or three charges desperately from the other end of the village; but were driven back to the river and up the bluffs, nearly 400 feet high & very steep, & suffered a loss of about 50 killed and the same number wounded. We had been making forced marches to reach here, seeing the smoke from the timber set fire by the Indians to drive out our men, & reached here the morning of yesterday [in fact there was no forced march at all. It was only after the report from Custer’s Crow scouts on the morning of the 26th that the Terry/Gibbon column picked up its pace].

The Sioux had seen us, and, being short of ammunition, had left their village in a great hurry the night before [note that Paulding does not put forward the later-adopted stance that the Sioux fled because they were afraid of Terry’s force. The shortage of ammunition was one of the principal reasons for their failure to stand and fight again and it is clear that this reason was understood and accepted immediately after the fights]. Of course, we did not chase them, which we might have done & destroyed them with even our small force. The trouble with Custer was he did not know what he was attacking, and failed to surprise the camp; so when he was moving along concealed, the Indians seem to have outflanked and surrounded him. More than half of that gallant regiment is dead, among them several dear friends of mine - Custer, Cook, Keogh, Jack Sturgis, Porter, Yates, Tom and Boss Custer, and all the other poor fellows. Among them too was my old friend, Dr. Geo. Lord. About 300 or 350 dead, & 50 badly wounded of Reno’s outfit. After driving Reno on the bluffs subsequent to the massacre of Custer’s battalion [note the timing even then being propounded by the surviving officers], the Indians surrounded him & fought from all sides all day of the 26th. About dark we were seen coming up the valley 8 or 10 miles off, when we went into camp & then the Indians ran away.

My hands are full of work…

Two of the following letters contain much lengthier passages devoted to the fights on the Little Horn, particularly to the movements of the Montana column under the leadership of General Terry. Some of Paulding’s “throwaway” remarks are of particular interest, since he was in a position to be privy to the conversations of those persons most closely associated with the command process and was customarily filled in by his friends as to who said and did what when he was not present personally.

FROM A LETTER 2 JULY FROM THE YELLOWSTONE, OPPOSITE THE BIG HORN

…We had marched several hundred miles, & were down near the Powder River, when the steamer Far West (well named), with Gen. Terry and staff on board, came up the Yellowstone, and ordered us back to this point. We marched along & reached here the night of the 28th of June [actually it was on the evening of 23 June], and the next day the steamer came up and crossed us over to the eastern side of the river, whence we marched toward the mouth of the Little Horn, where we were to meet Custer’s column on the 26th [note the mention of the 26th appearing immediately after Terry’s reports had gone out, but note also that Paulding does not claim that there was to be any joint attack on the Indians, merely that they were to “meet” Custer].

He was coming down near the base of the mountains heading the various streams, in search of Indians, & finally to come down the Little Horn to where it empties into the Big Horn, about 40 miles from here, and we were to meet him there. It took us till nearly night of the 24th to cross our battalion of about 200 Cavalry & 200 Infantry, and we camped only 8 miles away on Tullock’s Fork. The next morning we broke camp early & marched over a high mountainous divide about 21 1/2 miles before striking water, which we were finally compelled to make for on account of the suffering of the Infantry [reference here is to the march, led by Terry, along the Tullock divide] - so struck down to the Big Horn River. At this point I told Gen. Terry the Infantry could go no further without 2 or 3 hours rest. They were straggled back on the road, exhausted & faint, & I spent some hours with my men carrying them water. Finally got them into camp, when the Cavalry moved over a ridge two miles along to make their camp for the night. The Infantry was to remain there for a rest of 2 hours & then follow them, & I was ordered to stay with them, as Dr. Williams of Gen. Terry’s staff went ahead with the Cavalry. It soon began to rain, and as we marched into camp, nearly dark, we could see the Cavalry moving about for a night march, undertaken on account of our scouts having come in with a report that there was a big smoke about 20 miles up the Little Horn River, whose mouth was 16 miles above our camp. I was reluctantly compelled to stay with the Infantry, and after a frugal but hearty meal of hard tack and grease, took out the 2 or 3 hours before daybreak in trying to sleep as well as I could, lying in the wet grass under a tree - from which the rain pattered into my face and neck. At 2 A.M. we came in sight of the Cavalry. It had marched on in the inky darkness until after I o’clock, and made but 12 miles when it had to stop and graze until just before we came. We caught up with them on the high bluffs north of the mouth of the Little Horn (I will here digress to say the steamer, with a co. of Infantry and a Napoleon 12 pounder, was to meet us at this point, and was already on her way up the river [Big Horn] where no steamer ever went before). Well, when we came up, we found them halted and awaiting a report from some of our scouts who had gone from Powder River [Rosebud] up with Gen. Custer. Three of them had tried to get into camp the night before, but had been driven away by the sentries - who thought them hostile - and had swum across the Big Horn, where they were at that time opposite to us [the statement that the scouts had tried to get into Terry’s camp the night before is erroneous]. Our remaining scouts tried to induce them to recross & deliver any word from Custer; but they said they were tired, sick, and very much afraid, and wouldn’t come over. They yelled across the river that the day before Custer had attacked a village 14 or 15 miles up the Little Horn, where we could see [had seen on the 25th] the several immense columns of smoke; that he had been led into a trap & surrounded. The village consisting of 1900 lodges &. over 8000 warriors, who had whipped him, shot down his men like buffalo & that there were no white men left, except for a few who had got into heavy brush and timber - & that the Indians had set fire to it to drive them out or burn them, & that they did not think any one was left; also that these Indians would come on down & attack us, and do the same with us as they had with Custer - who had twice as many men as our column, the whole 12 Cos. of the 7th Cavalry being with him for the first time in the history of the regiment - united, all newly remounted and splendidly equipped.

We, of course, could not credit so preposterous an idea as that, of any number of Sioux whipping that gallant regiment, so concluded that he had been trying to surprise the camp, perhaps 200 or 250 lodges, and while sneaking down some ravine at night without flankers had been discovered & had volley poured in from the sides of the ravine above, which would have killed some of his advance guard & would perhaps have driven him back on his main column; but that as a matter of course they had gone in and cleaned out the village, and that the smoke we saw was from the burning up of the lodges and plunder. We expected to find a guard left behind, with my dear old friend Dr. Lord in charge of the wounded; & Williams and I pictured to ourselves how glad he would be to have us come in and help him through. Custer, we supposed, would be scattered over the country pursuing the fugitives [while this may have been a personal reverie, it is true that only a few of the Montana officers thought that Custer had suffered any reverse, let alone a disaster. The most interesting comments are those which aren’t there - no mention at all of any planned common assault and no mention of surprise that Custer had attacked alone or that he might be “pursuing” and “scattered all over the country”].

Our scouts (20), however, had a big scare on & said they were afraid to go ahead, or even ride with the advance guard with Terry and the staff. They were ordered to the rear, and after talking together for a few minutes, turned tail and galloped off, deserting us entirely.

We thought at the very worst Custer might have underestimated the force he was attacking & had, perhaps, fortified to await reinforcements; so we pushed ahead, sweeping up the valley as fast as we could go with the Inf’y (which is simply an encumbrance of the worst kind in chasing Indians).

We marched ahead, nearing the fires, until within 8 miles of them [these are the fires set late on the 26th by the Indians to screen their withdrawal up the Little Horn valley, not the fires set the previous day to try to drive out the men left in the timber by Reno’s rapid retreat], when we had gone nearly 26 miles; and at that point two men were sent out to try and communicate with Custer, under a reward of $200 each in case of success. At the same time, Roe’s company - F, 2nd Cav. - was ordered up on the bluffs, under which the main column was marching, to flank the outfit & see what he could. The valley was 3 or 4 miles wide between the river & the bluffs, which rose to a height of some 200 or 300 feet, and formed the edge of a wide plateau, or bench, from which a lovely and extensive view could be had of the surrounding country. After Roe had gone up, Gen. Brisbin told me I could go with him & ride along the bluffs, so I trotted up there [this hardly indicates that either Paulding or Brisbin thought there was any danger ahead]. As I rode to the edge of the plateau, I saw 2 Indians disappear into a ravine a little to the right of me & behind me, & I went ahead & told Roe. We soon saw Indians riding up from ravines ahead of us toward an elevated ridge which made the southern boundary of the plain, galloping up & down in small parties along its edge, & concentrating in a body of 20 or 30 at the highest point ahead. Some of them seemed to be trying to get behind us, so as to see the size of the main column, & made a circuit of several miles. We kept in toward the largest body & being in some doubt as to whether they might be some of Custer’s Ree Indians, tried to communicate with them. We had reached the edge of a wide (300 or 400 yards) ravine, or dry creek, & sent ahead 3 men to try to find out what they were, and as we followed down out of sight, heard a few shots & went ahead and up the opposite side on a trot. It was then nearly dark, and we were met by the 3 men, who said that while we were coming through the ravine, they had got up near enough to wave a handkerchief - and had been shot at 4 times, so returned. Then about 5 miles ahead of us & opposite the fires (which we could see were burning timber, but no lodges in sight), three large bodies of men, maybe 300 in all, rose up on the edge of the bluff and rested there, just on the crest, closely huddles together & looking, in the distance, like squadrons of cavalry - only seeming to me larger in number & disposed rather more irregularly than usual, with animals galloping up and down the line. Behind the main body, and scattered over the plain for more than a mile, but so nearly on a level with us as hardly to be distinguished were other animals, moving slowly & raising considerable dust. The question now was whether what we saw meant Indians or soldiers. As to those nearest us, the small scattered bands, there was no doubt they were Sioux - hanging about to annoy, & pick up ponies etc. A party of them ran down the valley to pick up or cut off part of a band of stray horses our column had driven before it from the brush along the river & another party of 16 ran around in front of us, yelling in Sioux for us to “Come On” - Our column halted in the valley over a mile wide behind us. Roe sent down 2 or 3 messengers describing what he had seen, but was ordered to halt & at dark to rejoin, which he soon did.

When we got back, we told just what we had seen & all the cavalry at least was anxious to go on right then and there & not give them a chance to get off without a brush, which would make them cut loose their plunder anyhow. Instead of doing so, the Camp disposed itself for a night attack, and slept.

Early next morning - the 27th - we moved on over the bluffs, the entire command, toward the village, or what was left of it. It was but a few miles away & of course on reaching it, not an Indian was seen, all having got away during the night. When we got there, we found ourselves on the side of an immense village that had covered the valley for at least 8 miles up & 2 or 3 miles across. It had been hastily abandoned the night before, from appearances. Where each tepee had been were left piles of undressed robes, hatchets, axes, tin cups, camp & equipage such as is used by soldiers, Indian and Cavalry saddles, spurs, hobbles, cut up blue clothing, dead ponies & a good many wounded cavalry horses limping around [the abandoned belongings were also a tribute to the dead, rather than evidence of a hasty departure. It is extremely interesting however, to contrast the huge amount of food, robes and equipment that was reported by every witness with the small number of casualties usually ascribed to the hostiles. It is impossible to reconcile the two]. Two lodges had been left up, and were filled with 16 dead Indians, most of them seemingly Chiefs, & other Indian bodies had been recently buried around the outskirts of the village and in scaffolds, with their ponies killed near them. Some bodies of white men were also found, and also heads (which had been cut off and dragged around by thongs). I rode on one flank, and picked up part of a buckskin jacket marked “Porter,” a bullet hole under the right shoulder, from which the blood had streamed down, told the fate, a pair of gloves marked “Yates 7th Cav.,” the underclothing of Lieut. Sturgis & other things. Feeling sick at heart, we went on, caring little how soon we shared the same fate. No signs of a fight having occurred in the village were to be seen; but Lieut. Bradley, in ascending with a scouting party the ridge across the Little Horn from us, sent over word he had found 200 dead bodies of white men along the crest, and in looking with our glasses we could see the remains of about 40 horses & men in a little clump on top of a knoll, where they had made their last stand. Custer was among the party. We found our Indians had told us what they thought the truth. Keeping on up the valley with scouts ahead, we were soon met by Lieut. Hare and 2 other officers of the 7th Cav. & learned from them the particulars as to Reno’s charge & conflict on the plains. While Custer was attacking with 5 cos. from the other side, they had been driven back across the river & up the bluffs, and corralled there - where they still remained with the remnants of the other 7 cos. & pack animals. They had heard nothing from Custer from the time he made his charge, about noon on the 25th, to that time (morning of the 27th). They had plenty of food, but were getting short of ammunition [this was not the case. There was still plenty of ammunition left - almost exactly 100 rounds per man], and that until the night before they had got no water, being under constant fire for two days & away up on the high steep bluffs - under which the river ran, and whose opposite bank was lined with riflemen to keep them from getting down. They had been surrounded by a body of Indians numbering 3000 or 3500 men, and there was no chance of escape. Indeed, they could not show their heads above ground without being shot at from the surrounding hillocks. It seems that the night before the Indians had suddenly drawn off & allowed them to get water & a little sleep, & to attend to their wounded, of whom there were about 50 on the hill. Our coming explained why the Indians had left. They must have run short of ammunition from the terrific fire they kept up for 2 days, and were afraid to await our attack. Dr. Williams and I were ordered up to Reno’s position immediately, to give Dr. Porter, who had accompanied the expedition from Bismarck, relief. He was the only one of the 3 M.D.s surviving; and we found a horrible sight & did all we could for the wounded, of whom only 50 had got in - the rest being killed or carried off by the Sioux. None of the officers knew what had become of Custer, his staff & 5 cos. with him, until we told them that all had been killed, not a man escaping to tell the story. They had lost more than 1/2 their regiment, about 330 men & 14 officers. … Of course we don’t realize what has occurred yet…We have reason to think Crook struck their Camp yesterday, & if so he must have gotten away with it, since they had so little ammunition left after the fight…

FROM A LETTER 8 JULY 1876 FROM THE YELLOWSTONE AT THE MOUTH OF THE BIG HORN

…when we found signs of the recent battle. As we proceeded up the valley, we found a lot of dead Indians lying in scaffolds, under trees, & in 2 lodges. Saw nothing of any white men, except a very few bodies & some heads evidently dragged from a distance. The bodies may have been of wounded or captured men tortured. [The Indians unanimously deny that any soldiers were tortured in the village. There is very little doubt but that at least a few wounded men were dispatched leisurely and painfully on the various battlefields - anecdotal evidence for this can be found in several Indian accounts in Appendix 3]. Our small party of scouts from across the river sent word that they had just found 28 white men (soldiers) lying dead in a ravine crossing the bluffs opposite & a mile or two behind where we then were. Soon after, they reported a total of 196, which afterward swelled to 204 dead - all except the first 28 being found along the summit of the bluff, and about 40 in one group which was on a little knoll higher than the rest, where they had made a last stand, &. among which were recognized: Gen. Custer; Tom Custer (Capt); a brother of Gen. Custer who accompanied him on the trip, named Boston Custer; Calhoun, his adjutant and bro-in-law; Capt. Cooke (reg’t adj); & Capt. A.E. Smith [the number of bodies and the description of their locations is not correct, but it is consistent with other accounts of the time. Interestingly, Paulding mentions that the 28 bodies in the ravine were reported first. This is not a common observation]. We were shortly after met by Lts. Hare and Wallace of the 7th Cav., who rode down to us and shook hands, and from them learned the particulars of the whole thing, or such as they themselves knew at that time. Major Reno, to whose battalion they belonged, was, at the time we arrived, corralled on the summit of the bluffs across the river, about 3 miles or more from where Custer had fought, having been driven there on the first day of the fight, and had with him 7 companies, or what was left of them. The particulars are brief, as we learned them from these officers, & from one of our Crow scouts named “Curley” who had been with Custer until the fight was over, or nearly so [see Appendices 3.15/16 & refer to B4.80], and who had escaped by mixing with Sioux after all the Whites were killed but 5, one of whom was then wounded, were about as follows: Custer with his regiment had been marching, with a pack train, up the Yellowstone, but 20 or 30 miles back near the mountains, where he could cross all the streams near their head and scout them [this describes a route close up to the Big Horns, which would have made the supposed timing of a junction with Terry/Gibbon totally impossible]. He was to meet our column at the mouth of the Little Horn on the 27th [yet another scenario], but on the 23rd struck a fresh trail of Indians moving & lit out after them, instead of waiting, as they should have done to strike when we should be near enough to help if it should be necessary. I dare say he thought his regiment capable of whipping any number of Indians (a common error) & wanted it all to himself. Anyhow he marched his regiment 75 miles in 36 hours, resting about 5 hours - so for 31 hours his men were in the saddle with but one interval [the distances and times are not correct, but they do reflect Terry’s version of events]. They were then, about 8 A,M. of the 25th where they could see the smoke of a big Indian Camp on the Little Horn, and very soon after, Custer, becoming satisfied that he was discovered, determined to attack at once so as to give them no chance to leave. He ordered Captain Benteen with 4 companies to guard the pack train and proceed toward the bluffs, while he with 5 companies attacked from one end of the village, & Reno with, I believe, 3 companies, was to charge down toward Custer from the other. Before making his final disposition, he sent a scout ahead to find out where the tepees (lodges) were the thickest, as there was where he would charge. The scout returned & it is said that when he reported told Custer, with perfect terror, that there were lodges as thick as the grass, and begged him not to fight so many. Custer merely said with a laugh that he was glad they were all there. Then giving his orders to Reno and Benteen, he left them.

Where he charged from was very bad ground. From the top of the bluffs to the river was a slope of about 2 miles, the village lying in the valley across the stream, in plain sight the whole length of the slope. Custer and these men gave their yell, and charged down for a ford. They did not strike it exactly - but had to move along a cut hank for some distance, under heavy fire from the timber opposite. Finally, on reaching the ford, they were met by an immense body of Indians fighting on foot. They crossed in the face of this terrible fire; but were driven back, dismounted & put in one or two volleys, remounted & retreated alternately - until what was left of them reached the summit of the bluffs. At this point they were met by another large body of Indians, who had swept around behind them, and were here surrounded by about 2500 or more warriors they fought to the death [although incorrect, this scenario is one of the most intelligent contemporary interpretations of Custer’s movements to be found in all the Custer literature. It very neatly covers many of the most contentious issues, such as the volleys heard down river by Reno’s command on the bluffs. It probably became the genesis of many later accounts from survivors of the fights and from members of the Montana Column. Of course, one must bear in mind that Paulding was distilling the information that he picked up and in some places probably was simply parroting some analyses he heard from the officers present. Still, this is a most interesting interpretation of the evidence].

One Indian, “Curley,” says they began to fight before the sun was yet in the middle of the sky & when he got away it was nearly half behind the bluffs - about 8 o’clock. They must have fought with desperation, & it is thought they must have killed right there more than the entire number of soldiers in the outfit. Indeed, they must have been so thick & in such short range that it must have been almost impossible to shoot without hitting someone. There was not a white man escaped out of about 250 with Custer. Some 20 or so cannot be accounted for, except by the fear that they were carried off alive or dead [the number of missing is often put at about 20; sometimes official-sounding figures such as 16 or 18 are specified. None of these numbers make any sense, even within their own contexts. For example, Paulding himself says that there were “about 250 with Custer” and that the number of dead “swelled to 204,” and yet he says this left “about 20” unaccounted for. Some arithmetic; yet very typical of even modern-day accounts! In fact, there were 210 men in Custer’s command, and hardly any missing bodies at the time - and the number has shrunk over the years to near zero]. Among those whose bodies were not positively identified were Dr. Lord &. Lt. Sturgis. Their under clothing found in the camp, Sturgis’ with a bullet hole through the under shirt, show that they are gone. The dead were, when found, almost entirely stripped, slashed up and mutilated so as to be hardly recognizable [despite assurances to the contrary from other reporters].

The officers were Gen. Custer - Capts. Keogh, Cooke, Smith, Yates & Custer - Boston Custer, Lts. Porter, Sturgis, Riley, Harrington, Crittenden & Calhoun, Dr. Lord - A friend of Gen Custer’s, Mr. Reed & the Herald reporter, Mr. Kellogg. I did not see any of these, as they were buried where they fell, & during the 2 or 3 days we were there, I was too busy with the wounded from Reno’s party.

While Custer was fighting, Reno with his 3 Companies went up the river & crossed in the timber & then charged from the valley toward the upper end of the village one (1) or two (2) miles away. As they galloped over the plain, they heard several volleys from where Custer was and soon after [were] engaged themselves. They were met by 1000 or 1800 warriors, who began to pour in a fire through which these 3 Cos. (about 150) charged a mile or so. The Indians were mostly on foot, a great advantage, as Cavalry has to dismount to do any fighting. Reno was driven back, dismounted & fired; charged a second time, until met by a large body who had come from where Custer was fighting, & driven back again - this time making blindly for the river & by provident accident making the water at a fordable place, the only place where they could have got over within a mile either way. Opposite were bluffs several hundred feet, high, with a “cut bank” - the river running close beneath. At this point there was a small shelf for a landing & from there they went up an almost perpendicular ascent to the top, through loose, sliding “bad land” earth [this version must necessarily have come from Reno’s officers and, aside from the “provident accident” mention, paints a most heroic picture. The timing is upside-down or backwards].

The Indians stood on the opposite bank, firing at them as they toiled up here (protected however, partially by ravines), and also some firing from their flanks on the same bank. They were not met by Indians on top, the idea probably not having occurred to them of Reno’s making for such a place. Benteen was also near this place with his 4 Cos. & pack train, & that night they joined. They dug out small holes with their tin cups in the best place they could find, and made barricades of their packs, cracker boxes & dead animals. Dr. De Wolf was shot going up the hill; but it left one surgeon, an Acting Assistant Surgeon from Bismarck, a Dr. Porter, whom I knew very well at Lincoln. The mules were put in a circle, with the “hospital” in the middle, & every now and then a mule would drop into the ring, shot. They found it impossible to get water for 2 days. All day of the 26th they kept up a fight from different spots where the Indians had taken positions. The Indians charged their works, but were repulsed; and Benteen made a counter charge. This fight kept up all day of the 26th, letting up about noon, as they think from the Sioux running short of ammunition. A party of men undertook to crawl down a ravine, hoping to reach water under the concealment of the bluffs on each side of the ravine, & the smoke from the burning timber on the opposite bank, set fire to drive out some of our men who had taken refuge there [the previous day]. They got some water, although some were killed and some badly shot in the effort, owing to their having to run the gauntlet of 20 or 330 feet to the river & back into the ravine [there were in fact hardly any casualties in this effort]. The Indians hauled off on the evening of the 26th & then they got water - all they wanted. We (Gen. Gibbon’s column) were lying quietly in camp about 8 miles off when the Indians left. Dr. Williams and myself were ordered ahead to Reno’s position as soon as it was discovered, & when we got there, they did not know where Custer was. Varnum (whom I thought was dead & who was with me last year on the White River) came up & shook hands. He said: “Where is Custer? Is he coming up with your column?” & when I told him [that Custer and his command had been found dead] he turned, broken down completely, crying like a baby. All the officers and men were, when I got there, in spite of hardships & suffering, cheerful & and apparently cool and nonchalant, as though nothing much had happened; & tho’ the announcement of Custer’s fate fell on them like an unexpected shock, they soon rallied. The fact is that now we are quietly lying in camp, they appear to be just beginning to realize what it all means. For the next day or two we were busy enough caring for the wounded of whom there were 50 left. Lt. Hodgson died this morning [this is an error]. Lt. McIntosh was killed in the 2nd charge, and the total loss of this part of the regiment was then 41 killed in the charges & during the fights of the 25th & 26th; several of the wounded, 2 or 3, have since died. The rest were sent down the river in the steamer “Far West” with my last letter of the 2nd. We had a hard job carrying off the wounded, marching during the late afternoon & nearly all night of the 28th, carrying them in hand litters. This was slow and exhausting, and next day (we hadn’t marched over 6 miles the night before), Doane of the 2nd went to work and made mule litters from timber frames, with thongs of raw hide cut from some of the wounded horses we found in the camp & among the timber & which we killed & skinned for the purpose … the night of the 29th we marched clear to the mouth of the river. It was very dark, and raining, and our guide got lost for about 2 hours; but at last found the steamer, and we got our wounded aboard just before the sun rose in the morning of the 30th. … The 7th lost 16 officers, more than half, and about 329 men killed & wounded, also more than half. Varnum was shot in the leg slightly, but don’t show it at all, I don’t know the exact figures yet. In addition, they lost the regimental colors & 5 guidons, about 400 head of horses killed, mules killed, wounded and captured - with all their equipment, and the arms of the men killed [see Appendix 5.17 for exact figures. Note also that the regimental colors were with the pack train, cased, and were not lost]. What we know of Custer depends, of course, on the signs discovered, and the statement of “Curley” who is a good, brave and truthful young warrior of the Crow tribe [see Appendices 3.15/16 & refer to B4.80]. He says they fought well, and were not afraid to die. After the boat left the Little Horn, and as we were marching over the high bluffs at its mouth, we could see the smoke from a big camp off on the base of the Big Horn Mountains, where the Little Big Horn River emerges from its canyon 40 miles away, or over that.

…the next day the entire country was covered with a pall of heavy smoke…Our interpretation & the interpretation of such scouts as we had along, was that they were having another fight the first day - that they had set fire to the grass on the 2nd day in order to scatter under the smoke and escape; and we only hope Crook has at last found them. He should have been here before this - and if he struck them, short of ammunition and suffering severely from the fight with Custer, in which they are believed to have lost much more than ourselves, he must have whipped them completely. If he has we are in for a long, tedious campaign [Crook had met the hostiles a week before Custer’s fights, and had been repulsed].

On returning here, we found information in the papers, of which we knew nothing before starting, & they knew what we did not dream - that there were between 3000 and 4000 warriors in the band & also pretty definitely their whereabouts. It came too late for us…By a chance, the ladies from Ft. Lincoln who were to have come up on the “Josephine” this trip put off the excursion until next, otherwise Mrs. Custer, Yates, Calhoun, Porter, Smith & Moylan would have been here a day or two after we got back & found out the horrible news. I believe all of the ladies of the Cavalry living at Ft. Lincoln, excepting Mrs. Moylan, have lost their husbands in the fight. I understood that Col. Reno has made a report of the affair in which he reflects strongly on us for having gone into Camp on the evening of the 26th in the face of the enemy & without attempting to satisfy ourselves as to the character of a large body of men who crossed his front, or something to that effect, referring to the Indians Roe’s Co. saw while scouting or flanking the column on the march up [if Reno wrote such a report, it has never surfaced. He never reflected any such feelings in his official report or any of his public utterances].

FROM A LETTER 15 JULY 1876 FROM “CAMP YELLOWSTONE” NEAR FT. PEASE

Only a small portion of this letter deals with the Little Horn fight, but it is most interesting to note the not-too-subtle changes that appear in Paulding’s “facts” and, apparently, in his point of view or attitude. Previously, Paulding had been harshly critical of Gibbon’s/Terry’s failure to do much of anything either before or after the Custer disaster. Here he begins to echo the “company line” as it were. Note specifically the exaggerated mileage attributed to Custer - this comes verbatim from Terry’s “confidential” report - and also the changed date for arrival at the Little Horn. In his letter of 2 July, Paulding writes that “we were to meet Custer’s column on the 26th” at the mouth of the Little Horn. Now he states that “we could not be near that spot before the 27th” referring to the village site. It is perfectly obvious that Terry’s staff had been hard at work on putting the Terry spin on all information being released to both the men on the spot and the outside world, but they didn’t totally convert Paulding, as is evident from his musings at the end of the passage.

…I remembered that you would get the news & of course imagine my precious corporosity as among those of so many of my friends whom (some at least) I must have mentioned in my letters of last year. Indeed that might have proved the melancholy case but for circumstances, chief of them being the rashness, if nothing worse, of Custer - who pushed ahead his command, notwithstanding unmistakeable directions that he was to await our co-operation, & that we could not be near that spot before the 27th. He wanted it to be “Custer’s Victory” not Terry’s or Gibbon’s, so on striking the trail drove ahead, making 78 miles in a continuous march with but 2 short halts necessarily made on account of the darkness, both amounting in all to 7 hours. Besides this, we were kept out of a fight which we should have had, and very easily could, on the afternoon of the 26th, too late to save Custer, but in time to avenge him, as we must have whipped, after a more or less hard fight, the Indians being out of ammunition and running away when we stopped - within 4 or 5 miles & in plain sight of them. Wel1, my dear, there’s very little use grumbling. You must only remember in my history of this affair, although I have inserted doubtless many of my own opinions which reflect rather muchly on prominent & ranking officials, still the facts are indisputable & all bound to come out - if anything ever does come out of this whole thing.

Since our arrival here at the mouth of the Big Horn, we have done nothing except to lie in camp and await such further orders & instructions from higher powers as they might send, thinking, naturally, that this might effect a change in the programme….

[CT] 2.21

 [CN] ROBERT NEWTON PRICE: A LETTER TO THE PHILADELPHIA TIMES, MARCH 1879, PUBLISHED MARCH 13, 1879

The appearance in the New York Sun of Frederick Whittaker’s attack on the presumed outcome of the Reno Inquiry and his castigation of both Reno and Benteen created quite a stir, and, of course, merely added fuel to the fires of controversy which the Inquiry did nothing to extinguish.

Among the interested readers - probably the item was drawn to his attention - was the afore-mentioned Captain Benteen. The good Captain was not the sort of person who stood criticism well, or idly, so it is not surprising that he reacted. The method of his reaction might surprise a few of Benteen’s devotees, but it really should not. Far from being the reputed bravo who would brook no insult and would meet any presumption directly and in a manly manner, Benteen actually was a rather devious man who worked through others, and behind the scenes, to further his own interests without appearing to be at all involved. There are numerous examples of this throughout these Appendices and in the narrative itself. 

In this instance what Benteen did was the same thing he did following the Washita campaign - he enlisted the aid of a friend to see that his views were put before the public. In this case, he needed a defense for the charges leveled by Whittaker, and rather than responding directly, as Reno had done with Rosser, he called upon Robert Newton Price of Philadelphia to act on his behalf. Price had served with Benteen during the war and had remained friendly with him afterward. Benteen wrote to Price, in reply to a letter from Price, on 6 March 1879, and enclosed with his letter a “relic” - the famous “Come on. Be Quick.” message, whether as an added inducement or not is obviously anybody’s guess.

Price did a very good job of doing Benteen’s dirty work for him, writing a lengthy letter to the Philadelphia Times. Price did not however, deal directly with the charges against Benteen or Reno, preferring to indulge in character assassination instead - which is much easier for the accuser and more difficult to rebut for the accused. He not only condemns Whittaker for what he says is a shabby and transparent advertising gimmick, but also rips into Custer’s reputation, both as an Indian fighter and as Civil War cavalry leader - which was doubly safe since Custer couldn’t respond.

Virtually everything that Price said was either an outright lie or a gross exaggeration, but his technique was excellent, as was his writing and like modern politicians, he knew that the best defense was a good offense especially if it happened to be based on untruths and did not address the actual questions raised. For a factual synopsis of Custer’s military career see Appendix 5.3.

As most of the points made by Price are refuted elsewhere in these appendices, no commentary is offered to accompany his letter. Benteen is self-revelatory in his letter to Price and no comments are necessary. Both letters are reproduced in their entirety.

Lincoln March 6th, ‘79

My dear Price:

Yr. notes of 5th & 25th came along today. Ditto Photos of yourself & Doll. They are exquisite. Thankye for them. They are the shadows of two nice young folks. Clean young people. I also got the copy of Bay Window paper you sent me, (Torey’s) and a nice paper ‘tis too. The review of the Nigger’s book was well, very well thought - and I liked it muchly.

I send you the relic you request, as I have no use for it. I heard not a criticism on the nature of my evidence in Reno case, tho’ Gilbert has written me since that it was wholly satisfactory to Army people, which of necessity it must have been, as it was true, and they knew just what I thought long before trial. I was close mouthed as I could be, or my testimony might possibly looked like a too high flying of my own kite to have met with favor among those unacquainted with me. I almost regretted I was not allowed to turn loose on Custer, tho’ Qui Bono?

Cadets for ages to come will bow in humility at the Custer shrine at West Point, and - if it makes better soldiers and men of them, why the necessity of knocking the paste eye out of their idol?

Whittaker had a recent letter in the N.Y. Sun, in which Genl. Merritt, Reno, Mike Sheridan, Genl. S. and myself catch, well, Merry H. Can’t you go for that Heathen Chinee? Rasp up your bolt of sarcasm which is so well hurled and give him a shake up for me. If you haven’t seen the article, will send it to you.

Kind remembrances from all of us to yr. family and self. Thanks for the photos.

Truly yrs. Benteen

To the Editor of The Times:

Since the fall of 1876 the officers of the Seventh Cavalry who survived Custer have silently borne more vicious abuse and malignant defamation than any equal number of the most notorious criminals in the country. These attacks would never have become so general nor so bitter had not the army and its friends been restrained by a unanimous and heartfelt sympathy for Mrs. Custer, and an adversion to resurrecting evil after it has been decently buried and mourned for; but as their generous silence has come to be construed into admissions of guilt, the writer feels constrained to dispense a portion of the information in his possession and warrants it to be reliable. This one-sided controversy was begun and has been pushed on by a person named Whittaker, who professes to have been a warm friend of General Custer, and whose present sole ambition in life is to vindicate the general’s memory.

Immediately after the battle of the Little Big Horn, when the whole nation and, in fact, the civilized world stood aghast at the unexpected disaster, he recognized it as being the grand opportunity to distinguish, not Custer - for to him it was then a useless luxury - but Custer’s dear friend Whittaker, and imagined it could best be achieved by publishing a book. Knowing that even a nine day’s wonder ceases before a readable and profitable literary work can be put on the market, with bold ingenuity he surmounted these dilemmas by taking the General’s “Life on the Plains,” pictures included, and the correspondence published by the New York press relating to the campaign that year; then by the interjection of a sentence here and the elimination of one there, and changing the person of the pronouns, he evolved “Whittaker’s Life of General Custer.” Meanwhile the public was invited to show its appreciation of the dead hero “by subscription, only four dollars and twenty-five cents each.” On the publication of this valuable biography sympathy seemed to wane, and the ordinary advertising schemes seemed futile, so recourse must be had to something startling. About this time Colonel Weir, of the Seventh Cavalry, was detailed on recruiting service and stationed in New York. Weir’s only weakness was that of many other generous and whole-souled men - too craving an appetite for exhilarating stimulants, and through it Whittaker endeavored to take advantage of him. As it had become pretty generally understood that Custer’s mistake had been a fatal one for him in more senses than one, his “biographer” concluded to follow Josh Billings’ advice as to the proper method of making a correction - “by cussing sumbody else fur it.” Weir died suddenly, and immediately after his demise there began to appear from time to time, throughout the press of the entire country, insinuations against Reno and Benteen. Hints soon became definite charges and Custer was promoted from hero to martyr; even the subscription limitation on the circulation of the book was less rigorously enforced. Whittaker returned to the attack nobly and was again equal to the emergency.

Counting on the silence of the maligned officers for the reasons above given, he wrote a letter, in which Reno was accused of having violated all the articles of war, and Benteen all but two or three (or words to that effect), and in order that it might not call attention to the literary venture, and yet be deposited in the care of a statesman commanding unquestionable and undisputed influence in congress, the biographer of the life of General Custer sent it from New York, via the Associated Press, to the Congressional delegate of one of the Western Territories! As an official investigation was being so earnestly sought for, Colonel Reno thought he would assist in bringing one about by applying for a Court of Inquiry. This put Whittaker to his trumps, so, as Weir was very dead by this time, he trotted him out as partner. He announced, or caused to be announced, that he had in his possession an affidavit of his ghostly ally’s, setting forth that Custer was overwhelmed because of the treachery and cowardice of Reno and Benteen. With this assertion and a few quotations from the “Life of Custer” as evidence, he tried these officers in the newspapers. Preponderance of evidence was the verdict, and it has been coming in ever since. The Court of Inquiry convened and Whittaker reported, to coach the Judge Advocate. On invitation to produce the potent paper he declined. Two reasons effectively influenced its suppression; the first and merely nominal one was, that Weir had never made the affidavit alleged; the second and material drawback was the presence of Captain Charles Braden, late of the Seventh, now retired because of wounds received in the Yellowstone fight of 1873. This gentleman was in Chicago to testify that he had been a guest at the same hotel in New York with Weir, some time before, and up to within a few days of the latter’s death, and that Weir had frequently complained that Whittaker was constantly pestering him to sign a paper which stated that Reno failed to assist Custer when he could have done it, and was therefore responsible for the massacre. He further expressed not only his intention of not doing it, but expressed his opinion of the self-sacrificing patriot who made the proposal in the strongest language and most emphatic eloquence of a trooper. This unexpected development transmuted the affidavit into a few notes of conversations had with the officer in question, alleged to have been indited from memory. Braden was therefore relieved from attendance on the court and his testimony not taken. After a few days’ evidence was in, the self-appointed champion made a public retraction of his charges against Benteen. The investigation being completed and the officers of the court being of unquestioned integrity and fitness, the result was a foregone conclusion. Therefore appeared the following in the Chicago papers of February 12: “As the biographer of the late General Custer, he deemed it his duty to promise the people of the United States that he would see that Congress righted the reputation of General Custer, and that at no late day,” So much for Frederick Whittaker, friend and biographer, the inventor and sole proprietor of one of the most novel and stupendous advertising schemes of this or any other age, and with apologies to the reader for occupying so much time with such a subject, let us look at some of the results of the Court of Inquiry.

“A Court of Inquiry may be considered more a council than a court,” says the text-book on military law used at the West Point Academy, and this case is a fair illustration of the definition. Colonel Reno availed himself of the customary redress of an officer assailed with informal charges and requested the official investigation known as a Court of Inquiry; if the allegations were not proven the fact would be reported to the President through the proper channels and this report published to the army in general orders, if there was found to be any truth in the accusations made they would be incorporated into formal charges and a general court-martial recommended; this last court would determine his innocence or guilt. The newspapers are just now full of his “acquittal” of this or the other charge, but, as is frequently the case, their information is still-born.

During the twenty-six days’ patient examination every officer swears positively in so many words, or else substantially testifies, that Reno did the very best thing which could have been done under the circumstances; that they saw no indication of cowardice, and that it was impossible to have averted Custer’s fate. Of Colonel Benteen’s conduct there was admiration only expressed. After the court had been in session some time, and a majority of the officers had returned to their posts, every one interested, except the “biographer of the late General Custer,” was astounded to learn the hitherto unrevealed cause of the disaster, divulged by two mule-packers. These discerning patriots testified Reno was under the influence of liquor! They intoxicated him about six hours too late to make his drunkenness of any effect, and then all the witnesses available, officers, privates and employees, swore it was all news to them; but as Weir’s affidavit had miscarried, and something had to be done to maintain the status of the “biographer,” the mule-packers, for sympathy or some other cause, generously contributed to the extent of their small ability. Yet, notwithstanding these unexpected reinforcements for the prosecution, the court has decided the charges are groundless and that the official records of the War Department testifying to his “judicious and skilful conduct” must remain unaltered, and that “there was nothing in his conduct which requires animadversion from this court.” As there is a Congressional investigation threatened, however, and as there is little likelihood of it ever taking place or the demand for the “Life of the late General Custer” increasing, these two officers must be again tried by the press on the old charges, but with additional specifications, to wit: That they had the temerity to openly proclaim their doubts of Custer’s ability as a commander and their consequent lack of confidence in his judgment. It will here be pertinent to inquire who these critics are that they question the military skill of their late commanding officer.

Colonel Marcus A. Reno entered the service in 1857, from the Military Academy, and having been assigned to a cavalry regiment, has remained in that corps ever since, during the war rising to Colonel and Brevet Brigadier General. His courage and skill have been tried over and over again, and never questioned until Whittaker compiled the “Life of the late General Custer.” Col. Fred W. Benteen was appointed First Lieutenant in a Missouri cavalry regiment, from civil life, in September, 1861, and fought with most enviable distinction throughout the war, attaining the rank of Colonel, but frequently wielding commands of higher rank in closely contested battles. The fact of his being a Virginian, and his not being a West Pointer, militated against his receiving the promotion he fairly earned. At the close of the war he accepted the senior captaincy of the Seventh Cavalry, and has not been absent from duty with it since, except in the fall of 1876, when, being ordered on recruiting service, he immediately applied to be relieved when he reached his station; the application being granted, he returned at once to his post and company. As for bravery, prowess and experience he need not envy the reputation of any cavalryman in the United States Army. And to him particularly applies that finding of the court which says:

“Subordinates in some instances did more for the command by brilliant displays of courage than did Major Reno.”

These gentlemen, who can count their triumphs by the dozens, and have each had as much, if not more, experience against Indians than Custer, are perfectly competent critics of warfare, either civilized or savage. They were asked their opinions of General Custer as a commander and gave them. They were not called on to explain their reasons for forming their judgment, and the public, tutored by the “biographer,” infers that it arises from their jealousy. There are a few interesting facts in relation to Custer’s record, which may throw some light on the heresy of his subordinates.

Without attempting to quote so large a portion of the history of the rebellion as that detailing the services rendered by him, it is only necessary to suggest at this writing that most of the lauded victories, as reported by his staff of newspaper correspondents, were the results of battles in which some larger force than his own was obliged to go to his rescue. His foolhardiness got him and his commands into dire extremities and it took all of “Custer’s luck,” with the assistance of others’ brains and bravery, to retrieve his disasters, and this rule was general. In the subsequent Indian wars, if to suffer the greater loss and to fail to accomplish the object of a campaign was a defeat, he never won a victory. The one serious battle he had before the Little Big Horn affair was the Battle of the Washita in the ‘68-’69 campaign, and with nearly similar results, only in this case it was the Major and his command who were butchered. One expedition, fitted out at enormous expense, and started under the most flattering auspices, with every indication favoring a speedy and successful undertaking, he rendered practically fruitless by riding into the hostile camp unawares, accompanied only by his orderly, when the command was several miles in the rear. The ignoble savage held him as a hostage, and made his safe deliverance depend on theirs. The Yellowstone campaign of 1873, after the return of the Seventh from Ku Klux duty, was a failure in so far as he succeeded in making “good Indians.”

Common error seems to confound and confuse Custer’s literary with his military ability; his narratives were always readable, whether they appeared in a popular magazine, credited to the author, or found their way into a newspaper office, signed by his brother-in-law, Calhoun; and the interest of the reader was rarely allowed to flag, if romance had a stimulating effect upon it. He went into the campaign of 1876 under a cloud, and it was a heavy one. Having been most emphatically snubbed at Washington for using the means he took to get East, he was additionally troubled by the relatives of two soldiers who were pistoled under his orders by his brother and brother-in-law, in the campaign of ‘68-’69, after having surrendered as deserters. These people had been posting themselves on military and civil law, and learned entirely too much about them and their relations to each other to appreciate the necessity for such sudden and merciless punishment. His natural recklessness was spurred beyond all precedent, and after willfully disobeying positive and explicit orders, he forced his “luck” against too great odds, failed to retrieve his former reputation, and wrecked another, his last, campaign. Had he survived he would have most likely been dismissed the service by court-martial, and the censure implied by the decision of the late Court of Inquiry expresses the opinion of the whole army.

If these remarks hint at a lack of overwhelming confidence in General Custer’s military superiority, it is because his “biographer” has for the last three years unceasingly decried and derided the unexampled pluck and skill which won the toughest Indian battle in our history, and loaded the survivors with infamous and shameful calumny merely to advertise a book without merit as it is without readers.

Robert Newton Price

Philadelphia, March 13, 1879.

[CN] 2.22

[CT] AUTIE REED: A LETTER TO HIS PARENTS, JUNE 21, 1876

This is the last of the letters from Custer’s young nephew, written the day before the departure of the command up the Rosebud. It gives a few interesting tidbits of information, including the reference to Mary being on the boat [see Discussion 1]. I have not edited the letter, which I feel needs no additional commentary.

Camp No. 24              Wednesday, June 21st, 1876

Dear Father and Mother:

We are now in camp on the Yellowstone at the mouth of the Rosebud which is between the Big and Tongue rivers if you look on the map you will find where it is. Since writing you last which was on Powder river, the next day after writing, we marched down to the mouth of the river, we lay there 3 or 4 days and leaving all wagons there we marched up to the mouth of the Tongue river and lay there 2 or 3 days waiting for Major Reno’s party which left us on the Powder river. The scouts came in Monday night saying that Major Reno’s party were in camp upon the Yellowstone eight miles from where we lay. The next morning we marched up the river about 13 miles and this morning we came in here. Uncle Autie is now in full command.

We have a steamboat which is carrying our rations up the river and will do so as long as we stay in this part of the country. Gen. Terry & staff have taken quarters on the boat and I think are to stay there. We left the herd at Powder river with the wagon train, and so I have nothing to do to amount to anything except if the boat lands where we are. I have to help watch the few head which she carries. I think they have 10 head on the boat. Dick Roberts did not want to come along (or he said he did not much care about coming) but I had a long letter from him since I left. He says he wish he had come.

This is the swiftest current of any river I ever saw. It runs about 10 to 12 miles an hour. A boat can’t make over 3 or 4 miles headway up the stream in an hour. The last letter I wrote you got a little wet. The mail started to go down the river in a little boat and just as they started the boat upset wetting the mail. There were four men in the boat. One got drown. He was a sergeant, he had been in the army 22 years was just going home to spend the summer. As yet I have only received one letter from home and that before I left Lincoln but we are expecting a mail every day and I hope I shall receive a good long letter from home.

Boss & I are bunking together we have nice old times. We have no tents with us except a fly which is a piece of canvas that belong over the top of a wall tent, one night Boss & I went to bed we slept under a tree. When we went to bed the sky was clear; in the morning, when we woke up we found it raining and had been for a long time. I don’t think 1 shall be able to sleep on a soft bed after this campaign. Boss & I have between us five blankets and a nice bed for two of us.

It seems wherever I go to write home it rains. Since I have been writing we have had a shower, but it is over now.

Business is no going to commence in earnest. Gen. Custer is in full. We have only been playing before now for business. A heavy trail has been struck about 30 miles from here. It is about 12 days old. Tomorrow morning we start after it and then for some tall riding. We will be gone anywhere from 15 to 30 days. We draw rations for 15 days but if need be will live on half rations.

Everybody is sure of success for the Indians are moving very slowly not over 4 or 5 miles a day. At that rate we can soon catch them. For we think they do not know of our coming for they are watching Gen. Crook who is on the side of them and Gen. Gibbon who is on the other side of the Yellowstone. He was in camp just opposite here today, but is now moving up the river.

We have obtained 6 new scouts from him, they are Crow Indians and are the finest built men we ever saw for Indians. They feel sure of success. They are very brave. They offer to go 3 or 4 days in advance, while the scouts we have with us are Rees are afraid to go more than 2 or 3 miles from the command. The new scouts are singing & having a great time. They have taken them a ride on the boat which is something they have never seen before.

If we fall in with Sitting Bull as we expect to Boss and I are going to cabbage some good ponies and robes. When I get back will write you a long letter telling you about our scout.

I hope you are all well. I am feeling first rate. If we have good success with this scout we can tell about the time we will start back for Lincoln. But if we don’t see them this time Autie will follow them until he does catch them. I suppose school is out by this time is it not.

Every time I think of it I am so glad that I did not stay back at Powder river with Dick for I am having a nice time except I get awful tired when night comes. I am ready to go to bed any where. When we leave here we march right away from the Yellowstone. We go up the Rosebud which is not a very large stream. Six Ree Indians will take this mail down to Powder river, from there it will be sent down in smallboat to Fort Buford and from there in a steamboat to Lincoln.

I have collected a few small specimens but will wait until 1 go to come home and then will get some larger ones. We have had all kinds of pets all of which have either died or else got away. The latest is a tame Jack Rabbit which Mary thinks all the world of. Mary is staying on the boat. We have had good fishing when on the Yellowstone. Boss & I went fishing every camp we had time. We catch mostly catfish.

We are about 400 or 500 miles from Lincoln so I am about 2000 miles from home, quite a little distance if a person had to walk it.

This would be a rich country if it had some connection with the civilized world so freight would be cheap. For in riding along you see many a coal bed some of which are burning. They pay the boat $3000 a month so it would cost some thing to have boats come up here as it takes about 20 days for one to get up the river. We are expecting another boat every day which is loaded. With Josephine she was due a week ago but is not here yet. I will send this letter to Emma. She will read it then send it to you. I will stop writing for it is near my dinner time which is 6 P.M. Our meals are not as good as they were on the first part of the expedition as we had to leave our cook at Powder river, and we have a man to do it for us no But still it is possible far out here, for when I am hungry I can eat anything.

So By By

Write soon, Autie

[CN] 2.23 

[CT] MARCUS RENO: A LETTER TO T. L. ROSSER, JULY 30, 1876

Following the publication of Rosser’s letter, a copy of the New York Herald found its way into Major Reno’s hands and he felt, naturally enough, that he had to defend himself and his reputation. Even in those early days following the disaster, principals in the events were laboring long and hard to avoid blame and censure, especially in official military circles. Reno acted no differently than anyone else in a similar situation would have acted. Certainly he has never appeared to be any more self-serving or fact-selective than other actors in the unfolding drama, and he often seems to have been more honest than some - Benteen, in particular.

The general comments applied to the original Rosser letter can be applied with equal accuracy to Reno’s reply: there is a lot of truth and some exaggeration in the letter. Again, no specific commentary is supplied; the reader will be familiar with the facts presented in the narrative of the fights. Nothing should be read into the fact that Reno actually wrote to the newspaper, while addressing his missive to Rosser - that was typical of the times, newspapers’ letters columns serving as public forums.

 Headquarters, Seventh Regiment of Cavalry

 Camp on the Yellowstone, July 30, 1876.

Mr. T.L. Rosser:-

Sir:-

When I read the first part of your letter, published in the Pioneer-Press of the 8th inst., as copied from the Minneapolis Evening Tribune, my thought was that your motive had only the object of a defense of a personal friend - a gallant soldier against whom you fought; but after reading all of it I could no longer look upon it as the tribute of a generous enemy, since, through me, you have attacked as brave officers as ever served the government, and with the same recklessness and ignorance of circumstances as Custer is charged with in his attack upon the hostile Indians. Both charges - the one made against him and the one made by you against us - are equally untrue. You say:- “I feel Custer would have succeeded had Reno, with all the reserve of seven companies, passed through and joined Custer after the first repulse”; and after confessing that you are firing at long range say further:- “I think it quite certain that Custer had agreed with Reno upon a place of junction in case of a repulse of either or both detachments, and instead of an effort being made by Reno for such a junction, as soon as he encountered heavy resistance he took refuge in the hills, and abandoned Custer and his gallant comrades to their fate.”

As I shall show, both the premises are false, and consequently all the conclusions of your letter fall to the ground, including your talk about the last trumpet. Custer’s organization of the regiment into distinct commands was not made until half past ten a.m. of the day he was killed, and was as follows:- Companies M, A, and G to be one battalion, commanded by me; companies H, D, and K another, commanded by the Senior Captain, Benteen; company B, Captain McDougall to be rear guard and take charge of the pack train; companies C, E, F, I, and L to be his own immediate command, with Captains Keogh and Yates as subordinate battalion commanders. He made his own selection of companies. Benteen, with a battalion, was sent far to my left by Custer’s orders. When I went into the fight he was out of sight. My battalion was to the left and rear when we approached the village, but brought to the front by Custer. The only official orders I had from him were about five miles from the village, when Colonel Cooke, the regimental adjutant, gave me his orders in these words:- “Custer says to move at as rapid a gait as you think prudent, and to charge afterward, and you will be supported by the whole outfit.”

No mention of any plan, no thought of junction, only the usual orders to the advance guard to attack at a charge. When the enemy was reached* I moved to the front at a fast trot, and at the river halted ten minutes or less to gather the battalion. I sent word to Custer that I had the enemy in front very strong, and then charged, driving the reds before me about three miles or less, to within a short distance of their village, supposing my command, consisting of 120 officers and men and about twenty-five scouts and guards**, was followed by the column under Custer. The village, about three and a half miles long, was situated upon the Little Big Horn, and the topography of the vicinity may be briefly told. The stream was very crooked, like a letter S in its wanderings, and on the side on which the village was, it opened out into a broad bottom, perhaps half or three quarters of a mile wide. The stream was fringed, as usual, with the trees of the plains - a growth of large cottonwoods, and on the opposite side was a range of high bluffs which had been cut into very deep ravines by the surface water and by the action of the stream. Just at their base the earth had fallen in and left perpendicular banks, making what is known as cutbanks. As I neared the village the Indians came out in great numbers, and I was soon convinced I had at least ten to one against me and was forced on the defensive. This I accomplished by taking possession of a point of woods where I found shelter for my horses. I fought there, dismounted, and made my way to within 200 yards of the village, and firmly believe that if, at that moment, the seven companies had been together the Indians could have been driven from their village. As we approached near their village they came out in overwhelming numbers, and soon the small command would have been surrounded on all sides, to prevent which I mounted and charged through them to a position I could hold with the few men I had.

You see by this I was the advance and the first to be engaged and draw fire, and was consequently the command to be supported, and not the one from which support could be expected. All I know of Custer from the time he ordered me to attack till I saw him buried is that he did not follow my trail, but kept on his side of the river and along the crest of the bluff on the opposite side from the village and from my command; that he heard and saw my action I believe, although I could not see him, and it is just here that the Indians deceived us. At this time I was driving them with ease, and his trail shows that he moved rapidly down the river for 3 miles to the ford, at which he attempted to cross into their village, and with the conviction that he would strike a retreating enemy. Trumpeter Martin, of company H, and who the last time of any living person heard and saw General Custer and who brought the last order his adjutant, Colonel Cooke ever penciled, says he left the General at the summit of the highest bluff on that side, and which overlooked the village of my first battlefield, and as he turned General Custer raised his hat and gave a yell, saying they were asleep in their tepees and surprised, and to charge. Cooke’s order, sent to Benteen, and which I afterward saw and read, said, “Big village; big thing; bring up the packs.” Custer’s disaster was not the defeat of the Seventh Cavalry, who held their ground for thirty-six hours after with a force outnumbered ten to one. The Indians made him overconfident by appearing to be stampeded, and undoubtedly, when he arrived at the ford, expecting to go with ease through their village, he rode into an ambuscade of at least 2,000 reds. My getting the command of the seven companies was not the result of any order or prearranged plan. Benteen and McDougall arrived separately, saw the command on the bluffs, and came to it. They did not go into the bottom at all after the junction. They attempted to go down the trail of General Custer but the advanced companies soon sent back word that they were being surrounded. Crowds of reds were seen on all sides of us, and Custer’s fate had evidently been determined. I knew the position I had first taken on the bluff was near and a strong one. I at once moved there, dismounted and herded the pack train, and had but just time to do so when they came upon me by thousands. Had we been twenty minutes later effecting the junction not a man of that regiment would be living today to tell the tale.

As you have the reputation of a soldier, and, if it is not undeserved, there is in you a spirit that will give you no rest until you have righted, as in you lies, the wrong that was perpetrated upon gallant men by your defense of Custer, and I request you will publish this letter with such comments as that spirit will dictate.

Respectfully,

Marcus Reno

Major, Seventh cavalry.

* Reno obviously means “order was received” not “enemy was reached”.

** “guards” should read “guides”.
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[CT] THOMAS L. ROSSER: A LETTER TO THE ST. PAUL PIONEER PRESS AND MINNEAPOLIS TRIBUNE, JULY 8, 1876

The news of the Custer disaster broke over the United States like a bombshell, scattering fragments everywhere. Thomas L. Rosser, former Major General, C.S.A. and a long-time friend of Armstrong Custer, was one of many to write to the newspapers with an opinion on the battle. Given Rosser’s close friendship with Custer - they had been bosom buddies and classmates at West Point, and their clashes during the War had not diminished their fondness for one another - one would reasonably have expected his submission to be laudatory rather than otherwise. In this one would not have been disappointed. Because of his reputation and stature [he was Chief Engineer of the Northern Pacific], Rosser’s views were given wide circulation and credence - this despite the fact that he really was in no better position than anyone else to make judgments. His letter to the Minneapolis Evening Tribune was copied by the St. Paul Pioneer Press and was reprinted on 11 July 1876 in the New York Herald. It became the first of a series of three letters from himself and Major Reno to the papers, all of which are reproduced in this appendix, and, as things transpired, it was Rosser who had the last word.

While much of what Rosser has to say is true enough, some of it is the merest bosh, which will be plainly evident to the reader and no commentary will be offered.

Editor: The Evening Tribune,

 “The evil which men do, lives after them,

 The good is often interred with their bones.”

I am surprised and deeply mortified to see that our neighbor the Pioneer-Press and Tribune, in its morning issue, has seen fit to adjudge the true, brave and heroic Custer so harshly as to attribute his late terrible disaster with the Sioux Indians to reckless indiscretion. From what I can gather from Gen. Terry’s instructions to Gen. Custer it is quite evident that it was expected, if not expressed, that Custer should attack the savages wherever found, and as to the manner of the attack, of course, that was left to the discretion and judgment of Gen. Custer, and viewing the circumstances of this fatal attack, from my standpoint, I fail to see anything very rash in the planning of it, or reckless in its attempted execution. On the contrary, I feel that Custer would have succeeded had Reno, with all the reserve of seven companies, passed through and joined Custer after the first repulse. It is not safe at this distance, and in the absence of full details, to criticize too closely the conduct of any officer of his command, but I think it quite certain that Gen. Custer had agreed with Reno upon a place of junction in case of the repulse of either or both of the detachments, and instead of an effort being made by Reno for such a junction, as soon as he encountered heavy resistance he took refuge in the hills, and abandoned Custer and his gallant comrades to their fate.

It is useless to say that Custer should have amused those Indians as soon as he reached them, or diverted their attention until Gen, Terry could come up with reinforcements, for although it is stated that Gen. Terry was only 20 or 30 miles off, and he moved by forced marches, he did not reach the scene of the disaster until three days after its occurrence. The Indians were running, and it is evident to my mind that Gen. Custer was doubtless ordered to pursue them, cut off their retreat to the south, and to drive them back upon Terry and Gibbon, and thus hemmed in between their commands they were to be crushed.

To do this it was necessary for Custer to strike them wherever he found them, and by vigorous blows and hot pursuit he was to drive them into the trap which Terry had set for them.

Infantry on expeditions against Indians can only be used as guards for supply trains, and in the pursuit of Indians upon a mission such as Custer’s they are useless as fox hounds in pursuit of wild geese.

It was expected when the expedition was sent out that Custer and the Seventh Cavalry were to do all the fighting, and superbly did a portion of them do it. As a soldier I would sooner today lie in the grave of Gen. Custer and his gallant comrades alone in that distant wilderness, that when the “last trumpet” sounds I could rise to judgment from my post of duty, than to live in the place of the survivors of the siege on the hills.

I knew Gen. Custer well; have known him intimately since boyhood; and being on opposite sides during the late war we often met and measured strengths on the fields of Virginia, and I can truly say now that I never met a more enterprising, gallant or dangerous enemy during those four years of terrible war, or a more genial, wholesouled, chivalrous gentleman and friend in peace than Major General George A. Custer.

 Respectfully, T.L. Rosser (Late Major General, C.S.A.)

[CN] 2.25

[CT] THOMAS ROSSER: A LETTER TO MARCUS RENO, AUGUST 16, 1876

Reno would have been better served had he not let himself get so worked up by Thomas Rosser’s letter to the Minneapolis paper. Reno’s response to Rosser, addressed to and printed in the New York Herald was a reasonable recitation of facts, with a few inaccuracies, but came off as self-serving and pretentious - both of which appearances can be judged by the reader for himself by reference to the preceding item in this appendix. In any event, Rosser would not let matters rest, or Reno off the hook, so to speak and he replied to Reno - this also being through the pages of the New York Herald. The letter was dated 16 August 1876 and appeared in the Herald on 22 August.

In his response, Rosser states that he has now had a chance to read General Terry’s official report, but he doesn’t say which official report he means. You will remember that Terry wrote two - the second of which was extremely critical of Custer, while the first was a very straightforward recounting of the situation. You will also recall that the second report was actually received and published before the first report. It would be nice to know which one Rosser saw, although it might not mean very much, for Rosser continues to indulge in wild comments and even wilder speculation.

None of this however, was beneficial to Reno, who should have left well enough alone. Although Rosser says in this second letter that he never intended to reflect adversely on Reno in his original letter, there is no doubt as to his intent in this one. It is a hatchet job of the first order, with a whole lot of virtually unanswerable questions designed to cast Reno in a most unfavorable light. Rosser carries it all off rather well. Reno passed on this one.

 Minneapolis, Minn., August 16, 1876.

Marcus A. Reno,

Major, Seventh Cavalry United States Army

Major-

A letter appeared in the New York Herald of the 8th inst., addressed to me and signed by yourself, complaining of injustice having been done you in a letter of mine written to the Minneapolis Evening Tribune upon the receipt here of Custer’s tragic death. My letter to which you refer, and of which you complain, was written in advance of the receipt of the details of this engagement with the Indians, and before I had seen the official report of General Terry. It was written as a rebuke to the St. Paul Pioneer Press and Tribune, which had arraigned General Custer under charges of unsoldierly conduct, which I believed to have been uncharitable and unjust, and with no view to your disparagement whatever. Having once been a soldier myself I fully appreciate your sensitiveness to criticisms which involved the vital elements of a soldier’s honor and reputation. Your patriotism and courage I have never questioned; but as long as you are a public servant you will be fortunate if you escape with simply a criticism of your plan and only your judgment censured. As for the surviving officers and men of the Seventh Cavalry, I am proud to say I know many of them, and I believe that “a more valiant band was never marshaled by gallant knight” than they. They who have followed the immortal Custer in all of his exploits on the plains should be proud of their fame as well as his. The living members of that gallant regiment I know are as ready to follow you and Benteen to the other shore as were the few who fell with Custer.

But now, Major, as to the manner in which you, as detachment commander, performed your duty on that unhappy day, I will not assume the office of judge, and, after submitting a few questions to you, I will leave the matter to the department commander, General A.H. Terry, who is eminently qualified to judge of all such questions, and, he being in a position where all the facts can be ascertained, I am willing to rest the case with him, not doubting that he will do you full justice. The errors which I believe you committed in that engagement were attributed to what I believed to have been a lack of judgment and a want of experience in Indian warfare, as I understand you have seen but little service with your regiment on the plains; and, in looking over your plan of attack, I could see no good reason for your gently pushing a line of skirmishers down toward a mounted force of Indians when it was expected that you would attack vigorously with your entire command. The fact of your dismounting and taking to the point of timber to which you refer was an acknowledgment of weakness, if not defeat, and this, too, when your loss was little or nothing. This was an act which I condemn. You had an open field for cavalry operations, and I believe that if you had remained in the saddle and charged boldly into the village the shock upon the Indians would have been so great that they would have been compelled to withdraw their attacking force from Custer, who, when relieved, could have pushed his command through to open ground, where he could have maneuvered his command, and thus greatly have increased his chances of success.

But, if you had charged into the village, and been repulsed, could you not have fallen back upon Benteen in good order, and thus have saved the disaster which befell you in the confusion and haste with which you were forced to cross the river?

You must remember that your situation was very different from the one in which Custer was placed. You had an open field, in which you could handle your command, while Custer was buried in a deep ravine or canyon, and, as he supposed, stealthily advancing upon an unsuspecting foe, but was, by the nature of the ground, helpless when assailed on all sides by the Indians in the hills above him.

Colonel Benteen says: - “When I first came in sight of the valley of the Little Big Horn twelve or fifteen dismounted men were fighting on the plain with Indians, charging and recharging them. Colonel Reno’s mounted party was retiring across the river to the bluffs. I then marched my command to their succor.” Now, in reading this account at this distance, would one be blamed for supposing that those dismounted men had been cruelly abandoned to their fate and were only saved from their fate by the timely arrival of the gallant Benteen? From your letter I infer that your entire command was not called into action in your attack upon the village, and that your loss was but trifling until you began your retreat. You do not state, but I have the impression from some of the accounts sent in from the field, that you began your skirmish with the Indians about half past twelve to one o’clock, and that you recrossed the river and occupied the bluff about two o’clock. Now, to the reporter of the New York Herald you state that you made a reconnaissance in the direction of Custer’s trail about five o’clock. The Indians appear to have withdrawn from your front as soon as you recrossed the river. Why, then, could you not have gone in pursuit of Custer earlier? When you did go you say that you heard “chopping shots.” Do you not think that, even then, by a bold dash at the Indians, you might have saved a portion, at least, of Custer’s perishing command? I have no desire whatever of casting a shadow over you or any one else that the name of Custer may shine the brighter; and, if my criticisms of your conduct in this engagement are unmerited, I deeply regret it, for from the beginning I have never had a thought of doing you or any member of your worthy command any injury, and, on the other hand, perhaps I can never benefit my noble friend who on this field fell a victim to a few combinations of unlucky mishaps. Yet I am proud to know that he sleeps today sublimely in an honored grave, and all patriots and lovers of heroic deeds, performed in devotion to duty, will join in his requiem.

I enclose you a map which I have copied mostly from memory from one which I saw at Department Headquarters in St. Paul a short while ago, on which you will recognize the positions of the various detachments; and as you know no more of the movements of Custer after you separated from him, apart from what you could gather from the position of the dead and the appearance of the ground, than perhaps I do, you will pardon me for submitting to you my theory of the plan of engagement and the result. From your statement, it appears that you, as well as Custer, were deceived as to the strength of the Indians; you, as well as he, believed that they were fleeing; and, without reconnoitering their positions, the command, though broken into detachments, hastened to their capture. The topography of this map leads me to believe that Custer estimated the Indians to be but few, and embraced within the hills which encompass the first bottom, or the one in which you deployed your line of attack; and, with this conviction, he passed around behind the hills, hoping to cross the river at the lower end of their village and thus cut off their retreat. He evidently ran in at the first point where his trail approaches the river, thinking that he had gone far enough to accomplish his object; but, finding that the village was still beyond, he hurried on to this point, perhaps before you had crossed the river. He fell upon an overwhelming number at the point where he struck the river, and here, where he expected to find the lower end of the village, he found himself in the midst of a city which extended far (and which to him was before undiscovered) beyond, and while he was warily approaching this point by tortuous canyons, believing that the savages had not discovered him, they had poured out of this to him unseen camp, and, hiding behind the hills, took up a favorable position, which was to him inaccessible, and from which their destructive fire could not be withstood.

I speak of ravines and canyons, and the topography seems to bear me out on this, for all accounts speak of the country about Custer’s route as being very broken. While Custer’s command was making its way through these gorges to the enemy, he himself, climbing the hillsides wherever he could, and peeping over the broken crests, was observing the condition of the village, and, believing his approach undiscovered, he is heard to exclaim (I suppose to a messenger to you), “Charge! They are asleep in their tepees.” Was that last order obeyed? Were the nature of the river banks such, at either of the points where he approached the river, that he could have crossed without great difficulty? Did he approach at the point where these “cut banks”, of which you speak, are met? With a river in front which could not be crossed, his command wedged in a narrow ravine, and the hills above covered with sharpshooters, it is not a surprising fact that the command was destroyed.

I know something of those cutbanks of which you speak. I have seen them along the Yellowstone, the Powder and the Little Missouri Rivers; they are usually from forty feet to 100 feet high, and are perpendicular; and a horseman can pass over but few of them, even if there is no other impediment, without great risk of life, both to horse and man; and to accomplish such a thing in the face of a powerful enemy is impossible.

At the verge of this high bank, the deep stream below, a vast city of Indians before him, your command retreating and the Indians rapidly accumulating on his front and flanks, Custer was forced to countermarch and begin his retreat, which he attempted in column of companies. The companies of Tom Custer and Captain Smith, being the first in the advance and last in the retreat, fell first in the slaughter which followed this retrograde movement, and were found as I have marked the line on the above map. Yates’ company, with its gallant captain, took up the position on the hill, where all perished, including Custer, the Murat of the American Army, and Cook, Yates, Tom Custer and Riley, as I have indicated on the map; while, a little further along, are found the remains of Keogh’s and Calhoun’s companies, which perished while fighting their way back to you - a few even reaching the point where Custer first struck the high banks of the river.

I have heard that someone has advanced the theory that Custer was met, at this point where he first struck the river, by overwhelming numbers, and so beaten that his line from that point on was one of retreat. This is simply ridiculous.

Had Custer been repulsed at this point his column would have been driven back upon the line on which he had approached and the proposition is too silly to be discussed. I claim that the part which Custer acted in this engagement was that of a bold, earnest man, who believed he had before him a rare opportunity to strike the Indians a blow which, if successful, would end the campaign, and it was worth the bold effort; and, although he was unsuccessful, he was not, in my opinion, rash and risked no more than he had often hazarded before and won. He did that which in ninety-nine cases out of a hundred will succeed, but this by chance was the fatal exception, yet the result does not impair the value of the rule.

You know that even in civilized warfare the bolder movements are generally successful, and the general who plans for the enemy and is counseled by fear is sure to fail.

 Respectfully, T.L. Rosser

[CN] 2.26

[CT] GENERAL TERRY: THE LETTER TO GENERAL CROOK JULY 9, 1876, NOTIFYING CROOK OF TERRY’S CAMPAIGN PROGRESS AND OF CUSTER’S DISASTER ON THE LITTLE HORN

On 9 July, General Terry sent a lengthy letter off to General Crook whom he knew to be operating somewhere to the south of his own area of action. The message was carried by three privates of Company E, 7th Infantry: James Bell, William Evans and Benjamin Stewart. These men found Crook, delivered the message, and were eventually awarded the Medal of Honor.

The letter is interesting in that it gives an unembroidered account of the Little Horn disaster and a bare-bones description of the remainder of Terry’s campaign up to that time, such as it was. It also gives us a few insights into the facts in some areas of debate.

 Headquarters Department of Dakota, in the Field

 Camp on North Side of the Yellowstone River

 near the Mouth of the Big Horn River,

 July 9, 1876

Gen’l George Crook

Comdg Department of the Platte, (in the field)

General,

On the 25th, ult. General Custer, crossing over from the valley of the Rosebud to the Little Big Horn found on the last named stream an enormous Indian Village. He had with him his whole Regiment and a strong detachment of scouts. At the time of the discovery of the Indians he had but eight companies close at hand, but with these he attacked in two detachments, one under himself of five companies; the other under Major Reno, of three companies. The attack of these detachments were made at points nearly, if not quite, three miles apart.

I greatly regret to say that Custer and every officer and man under his immediate command, were killed. Reno was driven back to the bluffs where he was joined by the remainder of the Regiment. He was surrounded by the enemy and was obliged to entrench himself, but succeeded in maintaining himself in this position with heavy loss until the appearance of General Gibbon’s command induced the Indians on the evening of the 26th to withdraw.

Two hundred and sixty officers, men, and civilians were killed and there are fifty—two wounded.

This affair occurred about twenty miles above the junction of the Little Big Horn and the Big Horn. While Custer’s column was in motion, Gibbon’s column of about one hundred and fifty cavalry, one hundred and sixty infantry and three Gatling Guns, was advancing to join Custer and co-operate with him in the attack upon the Indians. It was ferried across the Yellowstone at a point just below the mouth of the Big Horn, on the 24th. ultimo. On the 25th. it advanced through country of extreme difficulty, the Infantry twenty-two, the cavalry thirty-six miles. Custer had been informed that Gibbon’s column would reach the mouth of the Little Big Horn on the evening of the 26th. ultimo. Its advance was within four miles of that place at midnight of the 25th. ult. Reno’s position was reached by Gibbon on the morning of the 27th. ult.

It is estimated that not less than twenty-four hundred warriors were in the fight. Beside the lodges in the village, a vast number of temporary shelters were found, showing that many Indians present there, besides those who properly belong to the village.

A reconnaissance southward was made on the 28th. ultimo and very large trail was found leading down the stream a distinct trail from the one (a heavy one) which Custer had followed from the Rosebud. Captain Ball, of the 2d Cavalry, who made this reconnaissance, was of the opinion that after leaving the valley the Indians divided into two bands, one making towards the mountains and the other towards the South and East.

It was a difficult task to get our wounded away, as the character of the country had not permitted ambulances to accompany the troops and mule litters had to be made. They have now been sent back to Fort A. Lincoln.

In view of the shattered condition of the 7th. Cavalry and the damage done to our small pack-train, I have thought it best to bring the troops down to this depot to refit. I have sent for horses and mules for the dismounted men of the 7th. Cavalry, and for two more companies of Infantry.

I have twice tried to communicate with you but my scout each time has been driven back by Indians or rather reports that he was driven back. This morning I received from General Sheridan a copy of your dispatch to him, giving an account of your fight of the 17th. ultimo and as it gives me information of your position at that time, I hope that the bearers of this may be able to find your trail and reach you.

The great and, to me, wholly unexpected strength which the Indians have developed seems to me to make it important and indeed necessary that we should unite to at least act in close co-operation. In my ignorance of your present position and of the position of the Indians, I am unable to propose a plan for this, but if you will devise one and communicate it to me, I will follow it.

The boat which took down poor wounded will, I hope, return with a supply of horses and mules with material for the repair of my saddles &c, and with some reinforcements.

I expect her back about the 16th. inst. and soon after that I hope to be able to move. I hope it is unnecessary for me to say that should our forces unite, even in my own Department, I shall assume nothing by reason of my seniority, but shall be prepared to co-operate with you in the most cordial and hearty manner, leaving you entirely free to pursue your own course. I am most anxious to assist you in any way that promises to bring the campaign to a favorable and speedy conclusion.

As my base of supplies is movable, (being a steamboat) I can start out from any point on the Yellowstone which may afford the readiest means of joining you and I think I shall be able to take with me from 15 to 20 days’ rations on pack- though no forage. If, however, I should move up the Rosebud I could take a wagon train with me.

The following officers were killed on the 25th. ultimo: General Custer, Colonel Custer, Captain Keogh, Captain Yates, Lieutenants Hodgson, McIntosh, Cook, (Adjutant); A.E. Smith, Calhoun, Porter, Sturgis and Riley. Lieutenant Crittenden, 20th. Infantry, (attached to 7th. Cavalry), Assistant Surgeon Lord, A.A. Surgeon De Wolf. Lieut. Harrington missing.

Also Mr. Boston Custer and Mr. Reed, brother and nephew respectively of the General.

I am General, very truly yours,

Alfred H. Terry

 Brigadier General

This letter is interesting and valuable for what it doesn’t say, as well as for what it does. Nowhere is there a mention of Terry’s plan, although he had already written to Sheridan about the plan and Custer’s disobedience. The only reference to Gibbon’s column is a passing comment that Custer was informed that it wouldn’t arrive until the evening of the 26th at the mouth of the Little Horn. This contradicts earlier implications by Terry that a co-operative fight was to take place on the 26th. Obviously Gibbon would have been in no position to join with Custer in a fight on the 26th, for they would have been at least twenty miles apart.

This letter also gives the lie to Robert P. Hughes, Terry’s defender and brother-in-law, who wrote in his 1896 Journal of the Military Service Institute article that Terry knew all about the numbers and cohesion of the Indians and had allowed for these in framing his plan. “Terry had reached the definite conclusions,” wrote Hughes, “so well verified later, that the Indians were in large numbers…” And Hughes goes on to state that the estimates of the number of warriors, after the battle, “…pivoted about the figure 1500…” and that “No one in the group at that time, put this estimate above eighteen hundred.”

Terry however, states in the letter to Crook that “It is estimated that not less than twenty-four hundred warriors were in the fight.” This is hardly in agreement with what Hughes would have us believe. Neither is Terry’s statement to Crook “The great and, to me, wholly unexpected strength which the Indians have developed…”

It is also interesting to note that Terry, who knew everything and had put together such a wonderful plan for Custer and Gibbon, could not, and did not want to, propose a plan for Crook and himself - but he was quite willing to be bound by any plan which Crook came up with - even if it meant giving Crook carte blanche in Terry’s own Department, and giving up any claim to seniority!!! This is hardly the stuff of competent commanders, or even of career officers in the 1870s, when brevets were so highly prized for the additional seniority they provided for the recipient (outside his own regiment) and when seniority was the thing an officer lived for.

Also thought-provoking is the fact that Terry now felt that his consolidated command after it received reinforcements and Crook’s even larger command should unite to continue the campaign. Indeed, he thought that it was “…important and indeed necessary that we should unite…” The implication is obvious: either of the commands was too weak to handle the hostiles by itself. This is quite a turnabout for a man who had only three weeks before considered that either Gibbon or Custer could take care of himself and it makes a mockery of Hughes’ statements about the “fully matured” competency of Terry’s plan.

I cannot help but think that anyone who reads all of Terry’s reports and letters following the disaster at the Little Horn will come away with the feeling that here was a man desperately trying to get out from under what he perceived as a tremendous and onerous burden of responsibility. The whining, apologetic and excuse-ridden paragraphs simply pile on top of one another, seemingly ad infinitum.

[CN] 2.27

[CT] GENERAL ALFRED H. TERRY: A LETTER TO GENERAL SHERMAN REGARDING HIS DISPATCH FROM THE LITTLE HORN BATTLEFIELD, DECEMBER 9, 1876

I am sorry that I do not share the prevalent view of General Alfred Howe Terry as a just, self-sacrificing man. I have lost such feelings during my many years of research into the Little Horn fights, letting the facts form my opinion of the players in the drama. There are simply too many indications of Terry’s “cover yourself” attitude and mentality to come to any other conclusion but that he did everything he could to allow the responsibility for the disaster to fall upon the shoulders of the dead Custer. The efforts of Hughes and others to generate a feeling of veneration for Terry must fail in the face of the truth, which is amply evident to anyone who approaches the actual history of the event with anything like a non-jaundiced attitude and an open mind.

Of course, the first pointer is the famous “I think I owe it to myself” follow up report of the disaster, but that is only one of many such pointers. Terry made a very real mistake in his initial report when he stated that he had told Custer that “I should personally accompany that column [Gibbon’s] and that it would in all probability reach the mouth of the Little Big Horn on the 25th inst.” Although he tried to obfuscate the issue in his first report, he found it necessary to lie outright about the date of his scheduled arrival in his second and went even further in subsequent communications, changing the timing from the 25th to the 26th to the evening of the 26th. But even that was not sufficient, and he tried to get rid of the “25th inst.” once and for all by having it expunged after the fact.

He hoped that the following letter would have the desired effect, but to a dispassionate researcher, it only serves to emphasize the original fabrication. The letter is presented here without further commentary and in its entirety.

HEADQUARTERS DEPARTMENT OF DAKOTA

St. Paul Minn

Dec. 9th 1876

General W.T. Sherman

Washington D.C.

I see that in your Annual Report you quote at length my dispatch from the Little Horn battlefield. That dispatch was so mangled by the telegraph, that in some places it is almost nonsense. In my Annual Report I give it as it was sent, and I respectfully request that the quotation in your report be corrected to correspond with the latter.

Alfred H. Terry

Brig. Gen’l.

[CN] 2.28

[CT] CHARLES VARNUM: A LETTER TO HIS PARENTS, FROM THE LOWELL WEEKLY JOURNAL, AUGUST 1876

The following letter from Lieutenant Charles Varnum to his parents appeared in the Lowell, Massachusetts Weekly Journal. It was written, as were most of the immediate post-battle letters, from the combined camp on the Yellowstone. It was taken from a Tallahassee newspaper and is reproduced here in its entirety with only a few explanatory comments.

 Camp on the Yellowstone,

 July 4, 1876.

Dear Father and Mother:

Having an opportunity of sending off a letter this evening, I will try and give you an account of our operations since I wrote you last. On the 22d of June, General Custer took the entire regiment, numbering about 605 strong, with my squad of about thirty-six scouts and guides, interpreters etc., and started up the Rosebud river after the Indians, whose trail was discovered by Major Reno. We made about twelve miles the first day and thirty-two or three on the second, and early on the morning of the third day we got on a very heavy trail going up the Rosebud. About ten miles from camp we found a circle surrounded by a brush fence arranged for a sun-dance, a description of which I have given you before, for making warriors. We found a stick with a fresh scalp attached and the trail of two or three Indians, evidently made that morning. We marched twenty miles, and then I was sent back six to examine a creek to see if any Indians had left the trail, and on my return we started again and made eight miles more, and camped in an Indian camp about two days old. The signs indicated an immense force, and we were in a hurry to take them by surprise. Custer came over to see the scouts. Six Crows with us, who knew the country well, said that the trail from here led on towards the Little Horn, a fork of the Bighorn, and they wanted to go ahead about twenty miles to a high bluff from which the valley of the Little Horn could be seen. Custer wanted some intelligent white man to go ahead with them to send him information. I took the six Crows, five Rees, and a white man, who was an old frontiersman, and we marched all night, making about sixty miles [total for the day]. I had rode without rest or any sleep for thirty-six hours. Custer said he would start at 11 p.m., and come somewhere near us by morning. At 2:30 o’clock we reached the hill, and lay there in scrub bushes until daybreak, when we discovered the smoke of a village, and by 5 a.m., I started the Rees back with a dispatch to General Custer. The Crows said there were about two or three thousand on the plain twelve miles off, but I could not see them, as their eyes were better than mine. Custer had come ahead, and we could see [the smoke from] his camp about eight miles off. He got my dispatch at 8 a.m., and started again and came to the hill. In the meantime two Sioux were seen going in the direction of Custer’s column. Charley Reynolds, myself, the Crow interpreter [Mitch Boyer] and two Crows started out to kill them, and prevent Custer being discovered. We failed to do it, however, and when Custer came up we informed him of the state of affairs, and he concluded, as we were discovered, to hurry up and strike them as soon as possible.

 At about 2:30 we came up to the neighborhood of the camp, and three companies, A, G and M, under Major Reno, started in. I saw them going, and Lieutenant Hare, who had been ordered to report to me for duty with our scouts, went in with them. They pretended to run away and we charged up [down] the valley, near the village, dismounted, put our horses in the timber near the stream, and fought on foot. My scouts scattered about so I had no command near me, and I reported to Captain Moylan for duty with Company A [Varnum’s company]. In half an hour we were not only surrounded, but the odds against us were so fearful that we were obliged to retreat, and we returned up into the woods and started on a run for the bluff. The Indians did not press us very hard, and we knew from the fearful firing at the other end of the village that someone was getting it hot and heavy up there. On the bluff we reorganized, and found that Lieutenant McIntosh and DeRudio were gone, and Lieutenant Hodgson was killed close by. Only five men and Lieutenant Wallace came out with Company G, and more than one-third of our command was gone. Just then Colonel Benteen and three companies came in from a trip they had endeavored to make to the rear of the village, and the pack-train came up with one company more. This gave us four full companies with the remains of three others and the citizen portion, numbering in all about three hundred men. We could hear heavy firing about two miles off, and knew that Custer, with the remaining five companies, was having a hard fight beyond the village. As soon as we could get into any sort of shape we started along the bluff to try and unite with Custer, and after a mile’s march we could see no sign of him; while the firing was very distant. As we were encumbered with wounded and had the whole packtrain on our hands, and hundreds of Indians were turning their attention to us, we selected a good place for defense on the bluffs, and prepared to receive them. The place was well selected, while the horses were in a sort of hollow where they could be shot at from only one direction, and here the ball opened.

We fought, God and ourselves only know how hard, until about 9 o’clock, and then the firing ceased until the first streak of daylight, when the ball opened again. We fortified as much as the four spades we had would let us, and all day long they piled lead into us at a fearful rate. The men fell fast, but young boys soon became old men, and men lay in the trench beside corpses with flies and maggots, and struck and fought like old veterans of years’ standing. The hospital held about forty wounded, but was protected by the mules and horses which surrounded it, and which must be hit before the bullets could hit the men. I will not attempt to describe the horror of the situation. We had no water, and the men became furious, and detachments were sent under heavy fire to try and get some. Many were killed and wounded in that way [see Appendix 5.17]. The horses suffered fearfully, as they, of course, got no water, and could not eat what oats we had without. The firing ceased on the afternoon of the 26th, and we could see that he village was leaving. After dark we changed our camp a little, so as to get away from the stench of the dead animals. In the morning the Indians were gone, and the cause was soon explained. General Terry, with five companies of the Seventh Infantry, and four of the Second Cavalry, was coming to our relief. They had seen the Crow scouts, who had escaped, and hurried to our assistance. They reached us about 10 a.m., and then the sickening details were seen in all their horror. General Custer, with his five companies, had been exterminated. About three hundred men had been killed [210], and their bodies stripped and horribly mangled. Sixteen officers had fallen, viz.: General Custer, Captain Keogh, Captain Yates, Captain Custer, Lieutenant Cooke, First Lieutenants Smith, McIntosh, Calhoun and Porter; Second Lieutenants Hodgson, Harrington, Sturgis and Reilly, of the Seventh Cavalry. Lieutenant Crittendon of the Twentieth Infantry; Doctors Lord and DeWolf. Colonel Benteen and myself were slightly wounded. I have received two slight flesh wounds, one in each leg, below the knee, while charging, dismounted, to drive the Indians away from a hill [from] where they were killing our men very rapidly. It seems horrible to think it all over now. Mrs. Custer loses her husband and his two brothers – one a citizen traveling with us, and Mrs. Calhoun loses her husband and three brothers (She is the General’s sister), and a nephew – a Mr. Reed traveling with us also. Half of the officers with us are killed, and the regiment sadly cut up. I will give you some more of the incidents hereafter. I have been put in command of the remnant of Company I. This makes me a First Lieutenant, and No11 on that list [Varnum was promoted to fill one of the vacancies created by the death of the first lieutenants mentioned above – not because of his new posting to I Company – and the No.11 reference indicates his new rank of seniority among the first lieutenants. While this might seem rather ghoulish to have been mentioned in this letter, it reflects the tenor of the times. The only promotions within a regiment were based upon seniority and could only be made to fill a void. All officers knew where they stood in terms of the seniority list. Varnum’s comments, while perhaps a bit untoward in the circumstances, were not really all that remarkable]. We are encamped on our old battle ground of August 11, 1873, and a boat has gone to Lincoln to open communication with Sheridan and receive orders. When we got a mail yesterday by a carrier from Fort Ellis, we received a letter from Sheridan, a month old, cautioning Terry not to split his command, as he had information that at least five thousand warriors were assembled, and I don’t think there is any doubt that we fought four thousand of them. Gen. Crook, with sixteen companies of cavalry, was coming up from the south, and this dispatch says he has been reinforced by the whole Fifth Cavalry, giving him twenty-eight companies to fight what we struck with twelve. This is a brief account of affairs. Don’t worry for me.

Your affectionate son, Charles A. Varnum

[CN] 2.29

[CT] CHARLES VARNUM: TWO LETTERS TO A. W. JOHNSON

At the time these letters were written, Varnum was in very poor health and had little time to live. They were a struggle on his part to recall some aspects of the fight, but do give some added information. 

2702 Union St.

San Francisco, Cal.

November 13, 1929

Mr. A. W. Johnson

Marine-on-St. Croix, Minn.

Dear Sir:

I received yours of 6th inst. yesterday. I am getting pretty old and headachy now days, and have to pick my time to write when I can think clearly. The names of places and streams nearly all new to me, but I can’t help thinking you went over the trail of Custer’s command all right. I left the Rosebud at nine o’clock at night, June 24th. We went up a timbered stream (Davis Creek) on its right bank, the stream, of course, on our right. We went into the timber on two occasions and dismounted, and the Crows went into the brush and made some kind of cigarettes and smoked. Later we crossed the stream, and in crossing in the timber, I lost my hat when I was in the stream.

We then went up the stream and into a very broken mass of hills, and up to the Crow’s Nest, which was a hollow on the side of the hill, looking toward the Rosebud. I had ridden about seventy miles without rest. I dropped down and slept for an hour or two. When the command came along, my hat was found hanging in a tree and brought to me, so Custer must have followed our trail.

I have always heard that he halted soon after making this crossing. I tell this to you as the best description I can give of our route, and the stream we ascended in going to the divide. This is about all the information I can give you. I think I wrote you this before, so I am probably not adding much to your knowledge, but it is all I can give.

Respectfully yours, Charles A. Varnum

There is a gap of over three years before Varnum again replied to Johnson. The next letter was dated January 9, 1933.

 Dear Sir:

Yours of the 3rd received. I should have answered before, but my great trouble when unwell is a stupid head. I can’t think. I will briefly reply to-day however. When I saw the troops approach the divide I rode down to meet them. When partly down I met Custer and Tom and Jim Calhoun. He sent Tom and Calhoun back, and went with me to the crest of the divide. I told him I had tried to see a lot of ponies which the Indians described beyond the Little Big Horn. He sat down and tried to see what they said was there, but finally gave it up, as he arose and said: “I have excellent eyesight and have been on the prairie a long time, and I cannot see that resembles a pony herd,” or words to that effect. Mitch Bouyer spoke up and said, “Well, General, if you don’t find more Indians in that valley than you ever saw before, you can hang me.” “It would do a damned sight of good to hang you, wouldn’t it?” Custer replied. Custer joined me and we rode back to the command together. I heard the General used the word “damn” in an Indian fight August ‘73 (this was the Yellowstone campaign) but these are the only times I ever heard him use languages in the most degree resembling profanity. You will have to excuse me’ for closing my letter here, for my head aches badly. I thank you for the pictures sent…

Very truly yours, Charles A. Varnum

[CN] 2.30

[CT] FREDERICK WHITTAKER: A LETTER TO THE NEW YORK SUN, FEBRUARY 1879, PUBLISHED FEBRUARY 26, 1879

One of the most noteworthy events in the years immediately following the fights on the Little Horn was the convening of a Court of Inquiry to examine the conduct of Major Reno during the engagements. This was not and must not be mistaken for, a formal Court Martial. It was more in the nature of what is now called a “preliminary hearing” or “arraignment,” a hearing to determine whether or not further proceedings are warranted.

The controversy over the Custer fight had, as has been seen, been a non-stop affair and Major Reno had been one of the principals most tarred with the brush of cowardice/dereliction. He had been ostracized to a very large extent by the other officers of the regiment and had been challenged to at least one duel. The eastern newspapers were full of charges and counter-charges and the local papers were not slow to pick up and publish anything of a sensational nature.

One of the primary sources for the charges against Reno was the first book to hit print concerning Custer and the Little Horn. This was Frederick Whittaker’s “Life” which was published in December, 1876 and which was critical of both Benteen and Reno. Although it was a “Custer-as-hero-and-everyone-else-a-villain” work, the book had a fairly wide audience and was quite accurate in some, if not all, of its conclusions and statements.

While Whittaker did what he could to press for Reno’s dismissal from the service, Reno himself was pressing for some action to clear his name. To make matters worse, Reno - who was not at all a very nice person - had got himself into hot water and had been tried in 1878 for “conduct unbecoming …and detrimental to…” had been found guilty and dismissed the service then had seen his sentence reduced to suspension from rank and pay for two years.

Reno, helped along by public opinion or perhaps friends in higher places, was finally able to convince the powers that be to hold a Court of Inquiry and it was convened in January, 1879 at a time when Reno was still under suspension. This latter is a fact that many Custer detractors gloss over or forget to mention, as if mentioning it will somehow lessen the weight of the charges against Custer.

The Court of Inquiry heard evidence [see Appendix 5.15 & Testimonies in Appendix 3] from most of the surviving officers and found that there was no basis for further action against Major Reno. Whittaker didn’t care for this result - nor did many other people - and wrote the letter which follows to put his “case” before the public.

Whittaker’s letter, like his book, is rather one-sided, but there is far more of truth in it than otherwise - and it is interesting not only in and of itself, but because of the response it elicited from another principal player in the drama. Aside from the few comments already made, the letter is presented without annotation.

To the Editor of the Sun - Sir: Ever since the nation was startled in 1876 by the news that Custer and five companies of United States troops had been massacred by the Indians of Sitting Bull, speculations as to the reasons for his fate have been rife. The so-called official reports, emanating from Gen. Terry and from Major Reno, who had been second in command to Custer himself in the Seventh Cavalry, expressed little doubt. Terry openly ascribed the defeat to the rashness and disobedience of Custer. The cidevant second in command, now become first by Custer’s death, proceeded to criticize the orders he had received from Custer, attributing the death of that officer to unwise measures and an alleged state of exhaustion among the horses of the regiment, produced by overmarching, under Custer’s direction. A few months later appeared the biography of Gen. Custer. This book, published just six months after the battle, openly charged that “had Reno fought as Custer fought, the Battle of the Little Big Horn might have been Custer’s last and greatest Indian victory.” It further charged Reno with timidity and demoralization, and with standing an idle spectator of Custer’s battle for at least two hours, after a needless retreat and the arrival of reenforcements to Reno’s help.

Time passed on, and Reno, in 1877, in the full dignity of a post commander at the West, had a fresh opportunity of exhibiting his qualities as an officer and a gentleman. One of the Captains under his command had a young wife, whom he left behind him in the fort while he went out on scouting duty with the rest of the command. It seems that the regiment had had enough of Reno as a field commander, so he remained at the post. The history of the rest of the affair, as far as Reno was concerned, is told in the records of a general court martial convened a few weeks later. It seems that Reno addressed insulting proposals to the wife of his absent comrade, and when these were repulsed with indignation, he made use of his power as commanding officer to persecute this helpless woman by branding her in public orders as a person of bad character. At all events her husband came back, heard what had passed, and at once sought out Reno. He had two courses open to him - to kill Reno or to have him tried by court martial. Fortunately for Reno’s skin the Captain was a cool man, of great self control. He satisfied his natural anger by stigmatizing Reno, before witnesses, in terms that a hare would have resented, but Reno would not fight. Then the Captain brought charges against him. On these charges Reno was tried, and the unanimous verdict of the court was that he be “dismissed the service.”

Now comes the best part of the whole proceeding. Reno’s friends went to Washington, where resides a person by the name of Rutherford Burchard Hayes, and this person commuted the sentence of the model Major to a suspension of two years, on the ground of Reno’s supposed “gallant conduct” in the war of the rebellion and the battle of the Little Big Horn. It perhaps seems strange, but it is nevertheless true, that Hayes did this, knowing well the public accusations made against Reno. Therefore, the present status of this remarkable officer is that of a suspension from rank, which expires next spring.

In May, 1878 - not quite two years after the battle - a solemn official accusation was laid before Congress, referred to the Military Committee of the House, and favorably reported by them. This accusation, contained in a letter to Mr. Corlett of Wyoming, charged Major Reno with showing cowardice in the battle in which Custer was killed, with abandonment of his commander, and with making a false report libelous to Custer’s memory.

The report of the Military Committee, owing to the hurry of business at the close of the spring session, was not brought up. After the adjournment of congress without action, Reno played a smart trick, for which he deserves credit. Waiting until June 22, 1878, just two years from the date when Custer left Terry and Gibbon for his last march, the gallant Major boldly asked the Adjutant-General - for what? Not a court martial, but for a court of inquiry into his (Reno’s) conduct in the battle of the Little Big Horn. The non-military reader may not comprehend the smartness of this trick, but a glance at the state of the law will explain it. Under the military law a court martial on any person must be ordered within two years of the time of commission of the offense for which he is charged, otherwise he escapes scot free. No officer can be dismissed from the service save by sentence of a court martial or a special act of Congress. Thus, even if Reno’s request were granted, he could not be dismissed the army. The court, at the worst, could only censure him; and his previous record shows how much he would care for censure, however severe. As if to show him that his trust in the Military Ring at Washington was not unfounded, the Adjutant-General considerately delayed ordering even the court of inquiry for another six months, and at last it was convened at Chicago, Jan. 13, 1879.

It consisted of Col. King, Ninth Infantry; Col. Merritt, Fifth Cavalry; and Lieut.-Col. Royall, Third Cavalry; and had Lieut. Lee, Adjutant Ninth Infantry, for Recorder. But for Recorder Lee the case would soon have progressed to a complete and scientific whitewash. Thanks to his efforts, the following facts were developed on the trial, which can never be contradicted hereafter.

On the morning of the 25th June, 1876, Gen. Custer, in command of the Seventh United States Cavalry, advanced down the valley of the Little Big Horn to attack a camp of Indians of unknown force. He had with him twelve companies, or about 600 men of the regiment, and a pack train of 150 mules. Within twelve miles of the village, he detailed Capt. Benteen to the left with three companies, to scour the country up to a certain point, to strike any Indians he might meet, to report if he found them, and, if he found none, to return to the main trail at a certain point. These orders were very strict and precise, and were delivered by three different persons at intervals - namely, Adjutant Cooke, the chief trumpeter, and the Sergeant-Major, successively. With the main column, Custer kept on until within five miles of the village, when he detailed Major Reno to the left with three companies, ordering him to follow the Indians and to “charge them.” These orders were explicit, and made no mention of retreat unless driven back. They were accompanied by the assurance: “We will support you with the whole outfit.”

These orders given, Custer and Reno both advanced at a fast trot or gallop, Reno diverging to he left and crossing the Little Big Horn, while Custer kept on the right bank, following the arc of which Reno had the chord. They arrived in sight of the Indian village almost at the same time, the Indians running from before Reno in a cloud of dust, caused by driving in the herds of ponies with which they had been surprised in the valley, and by a panic which had seized them.

Within a thousand yards of the village Reno suddenly halted, dismounted his men, and sent his horses into a patch of timber on the left bank of the stream, where a perfect natural fortification existed. All around was an open prairie, and the timber was sunk below the prairie, bordered by a steep bank. As soon as the Indians saw Reno halt they took heart, and began to come back to defend their women and children. The troops opened from the prairie a wild, aimless fire, in which Major Reno himself joined with a carbine, the officers paying very little attention to regulating the expenditure of ammunition. After about ten minutes, the men of a sudden fell back to the timber. When the line first opened fire Custer heard them on the right bank of the river, left his column along with Adjutant Cooke, galloped to the edge of the bluffs, looked down and waved his hat to cheer them on in the fight, then went back to attack the Indians in rear. He was seen by one officer in the fight, Lieut. de Rudio. From thence the lay of the ground hid each column from the other. Custer had hardly been gone five minutes when Reno suddenly made up his mind to retreat, and accordingly ordered his men to their horses. While this was doing the fire of the troops ceased, and the Indians came near the timber. When all were mounted in column of fours, headed away from the village, a few Indians who had sneaked clear around the column during the lull in the action, suddenly fired, killing Custer’s favorite Indian scout, “Bloody Knife”, who on that day was attending Reno. The scout’s brains were spattered over Reno, who immediately yelled out, “Dismount!” and then “Mount!” At the same moment a soldier shouted: “My God, boys, I’ve got it.” and then Major Reno struck spurs to his horse, and led a wild stampede of all the men into the prairie, running for dear life to the river. He lost his hat, carbine, and one pistol in the wild race; but came in first. The Indians did not attempt to stop the column, but galloped after it, slaughtering twenty-seven men as security as so many buffaloes. Over the river and up the bluffs went Reno and his men, till they ran right into the advancing column of Benteen, who had come back to the main trail some time before.

In the meantime Custer had sent back an urgent order to this same Benteen to “Come on. Be quick. Bring packs,” and it was while obeying that order that Benteen met Reno.

A few minutes after these two joined on the hill, Custer struck the Indians at a ford four miles down the river. He went into action with the full belief that Reno was fighting in the bottom, and Benteen “coming on” to join in the fight. His firing was distinctly heard by every witness who testified on the trial except Reno and Benteen, and it lasted for two hours. It was reported to Reno by Capt. McDougall, who brought up the pack train nearly an hour after his meeting on the hill. Reno made no reply, but went down the bluffs to look at the dead body of one of his officers. All the Indians had left his front and had gone to Custer, and still he remained quiet. At last Capt. Thomas B. Weir, who had been fretting and fuming, started off alone to join Custer, and was followed by his company without orders. When they had gone about a mile Reno let the rest go after. By that time the firing down the river had ceased, and they met the Indians returning. In another hour they were attacked themselves, and Reno practically disappeared from the scene, leaving the actual command to Capt. Benteen. It is true that he gave a few orders and was now and then visible to his acting Adjutant, but many times the question was asked: “Where is Reno?” He turned up after dark with a flask of whiskey and a carbine, struck an unarmed man in the face for no offence but answering his question civilly, and threatened to shoot him at once. The man was a poor civilian packer, and therefore safe game. In fact, Reno seems rather proud of this than otherwise, for he asked on the trial through his counsel, “So Reno slapped your face, did he? He wasn’t a coward then, was he?” It is unnecessary to remark that this question produced quite a little sensation in court it sounded so brave. This little scene terminates all that is of importance in the behavior of Reno on the first day: and the second was a repetition of the same sneaking policy, without the addition of the Dutch courage at night. On the third day the consequences of his conduct became manifest when Terry rescued the remnant of the regiment from the Indians. The dead bodies of Custer and all his men were then found.

It only remains to describe a few scenes that transpired during the trial in Chicago this year, now closed. While the case was in progress Reno and Benteen were inseparable; and Reno’s counsel, a gentleman strongly resembling the lamented Oily Gammon, made up a happy trio. They ate and drank together at all times, and the hotel loungers said they frequently slept three in a bed, though this we cannot vouch for. When Benteen was giving his evidence, Mr. Gammon - we should say Gilbert - could not control his feelings, and kept jumping up and down, prompting the witness to such an extent that the President of the Court, Col. King., openly rebuked him with: “Mr. Gilbert, sit down and don’t interfere with the Recorder or make suggestions to the witness.” It was clear that Benteen was Reno’s great gun. He had been puffed in advance as a hero and a martyr, as a wonderful Indian fighter and lady-killer, and the room was crammed with ladies come to hear the great Indian fighter testify. And yet what was the testimony of this vaunted Benteen? It is enough to say that before he left the stand he had convinced everyone in the room except Reno and Gammon that he could not be trusted. His statements were confined to a series of malignant sneers at his dead commander, Custer; to an expression of opinion that Custer had given “senseless” orders; that he had blundered into a trap; that he had been killed in a “panic,” that his fight had only lasted about ten minutes, and so on, in spite of the firing heard for two long hours on Reno’s hill by every one else. And here comes in the true invalidness of the Reno inquiry. Every witness who wanted to slander Custer was allowed to do so, but no word was allowed on the other side, because it was Reno, not Custer, who was to be investigated. Gen. Sheridan sent in his brother, the Colonel, better known in Chicago as “Mike Sheridan,” to swear down Custer, and Mike, who never was in action, was permitted to offer his military judgment on the probable fate of Custer, though he only visited the field in 1877. Poor Mike, by the by, was suffering from a recent wound contracted by bumping his head against the top of an ambulance while campaigning after imaginary Indians; so we must not be severe on him. He gave his evidence like a little man.

Reno himself was allowed to sneer at Custer for his civil war record, an appeal to the old rivalry between Custer and Merritt, now one of the court, and not without effect. Benteen was allowed to sneer at Custer, but a question as to his relations toward Custer was ruled out. Benteen, too, was not on trial. In short, by the rulings of the court and the terms of the order under which they acted, the whole proceeding became at last the merest mockery of justice, despite the honesty of Cols. King and Royall, and the energy of Recorder Lee. All that could be done was accumulate facts; and, thanks to the Recorder, enough facts were established to sink Reno ten times over. It was proven that Custer went into action on that fatal day with two subordinates who hated and distrusted him, affecting to despise his ability as a soldier, and that these men deliberately refused to hear the firing in his direction though their attention was called to it.

The verdict of the court on these facts has gone to Washington, sealed, and is supposed to be secret, but enough has leaked out to show that it will be a partial whitewash, though the court cannot avoid censuring Reno on some of the counts, if not all. The reason of this whitewash and the excuse for it is found in an unwary remark of Col. Merritt, made on the last day but one of the trial. “It is a pity,” in substance said the gallant Colonel Custer’s old rival - “that this thing was brought on now. It will hurt the army badly. It ought not to have been allowed to come out.” Col. Merritt was afterward closeted with the Recorder alone for several hours, and, it is understood, did most of the work of the decision, the Recorder having no voice save to present the case on trial. His remark shows the spirit in which he looked at the case. Better to continue Reno in the army and try to hush things up than to cut out this festering sore and save the army by honesty at the eleventh hour. The American people will know how to treat this verdict when it appears, if it be a clean whitewash, and to whose influence to ascribe it.

F.W.





3
CAMPAIGN AND BATTLE ACCOUNTS

[CN] 3.1
 [CT] THE ARIKARA SCOUTS WITH CUSTER ON THE LITTLE HORN CAMPAIGN: ACCOUNTS FROM THE ARIKARA NARRATIVE

The following narrative is an edited compendium from several of the accounts by Ree scouts on the Little Horn campaign. This narrative is taken from Libby’s “The Arikara Narrative”, and covers the time period 20-25 June 1876. It is based upon the accounts of Red Star (Strike Bear), Soldier, Red Bear (Good Elk), Young Hawk, Little Sioux, Boy Chief (Black Calf) and others. I have included a small portion from prior to the time period shown above in order to record the general instructions given to the scouts in case of a defeat. The editing is extensive and commentary is limited.

…Custer and Bloody Knife came by and Bloody Knife said: “The General says we are all marching. There are numerous enemies in the country; if we attack their camp and we are beaten, we must retreat in small groups. You scouts must not run away, nor go back to your homes.”

The bugles blew [there were in fact no bugles used from the 22nd until the 25th] and they went on, Bob-tailed Bull ahead. They came upon another abandoned Dakota camp. These camps were large, one-half to one-third of a mile across. It must have rained at this camp for the sod was dug up about the tent circles to carry off the water. At this point they could see, far ahead, the hill called “Custer’s Last Look,” about twelve miles off. They marched toward these hills for they were to stop merely for supper and then push on all night [the decision to continue the march was not made until after the halt]. This temporary camp was on both sides of the Rosebud and it was very dark after they had finished supper…This was the beginning of the night march and they rode all night…Bull-in-the-Water and Red Bear had charge of one mule which they were unpacking and the former said: “Let us get breakfast for if we go to the happy hunting grounds we should go with a full belly…” The soldiers were lying in groups on the ground snoring, for they were very tired…Camp broke up, the horses trotted, and the army stopped at a hill and Custer came down to join them. His orders were to go ahead riding hard and take the Dakota horses. Stabbed rode around…exhorting the young men to be brave…The mule train with supplies was left behind and Pretty Face was detailed on the duty of looking after it [since only one man was left to look after the scouts’ packs, it seems obvious that there were not five mules allotted to them].

[CN] 3.2
 [CN] WILLIAM J. BAILEY: INTERVIEW WITH WALTER CAMP, OCTOBER 8, 1910

Walter Camp mss field notes, box 4. Brigham Young University

Bailey says he was an enlisted man in 17th Infantry in Yellowstone expedition in 1873. Says the Rees called him Chakaboo, which means drummer. Says he was with the men on the skirmish line and retreated out of the valley with Reno and the command. His horse was shot down on east side of the river and he caught the horse of a soldier who had been killed and rode up on the bluff. Says on Reno Hill on evening of 6/25 he was lying beside a man who was shot in the head.

Says that on the morning of 6/27 he was sent with Young Hawk to go with a message for medicine. In Medicine Tail Coulee they came across two dead bodies where I have location of Foley and Butler. Soon after this Bradley and two or three scouts came along.

[CN] 3.3
 [CT] CAPTAIN F. W. BENTEEN: STATEMENT TO THE NEW YORK HERALD, AUGUST 8, 1876

The following statement of Fred Benteen is reproduced in its entirety without comment or editing, as it appeared in the New York Herald as noted above. The Reno statement which is mentioned in the last sentence is reproduced in Appendix 3.94.

I suppose we had better begin with the formation of the battalion from the point where the battalions were formed. I was sent with my battalion to the left to a line of bluffs about five miles off, with instructions to look for Indians and see what was to be seen, and if I saw nothing there to go on, and when I had satisfied myself it was useless to go further in that direction to join the main trail. After proceeding through a rough and difficult country, very tiring on the horses, and seeing nothing, and wishing to save the horses unnecessary fatigue, I decided to return to the main trail. Before I had proceeded a mile in the direction of the bluffs I was overtaken by the Chief Trumpeter and the Sergeant Major with instructions from General Custer to use my own discretion, and in case I should find any trace of Indians at once to notify General Custer. Having marched rapidly and passed the line of bluffs on the left bank of a branch of the Little Big Horn River, which made into the main stream about two miles and a half above the ford passed by Colonel Reno’s command, as ordered, I continued my march in the same direction. The whole time occupied in this march was about an hour and a half. As I was anxious to regain the main command, as there was no sign of Indians, I then decided to rejoin the main trail, as the country before me was mostly of the same character as that I had already passed over, without valley and without water, and offering no inducement for the Indians. No valleys were visible, not even the valley where the fight took place, until my command struck the river. About three miles from the point where Reno crossed the ford I met a sergeant bringing orders to the commanding officer of the rear guard, Captain McDougall, Company B, to hurry up the pack trains. A mile further I was met by my trumpeter, bringing a written order from Lieutenant Cook, the adjutant of the regiment, to this effect:- “Benteen, come on; big village; be quick; bring packs.” and a postscript saying, “Bring packs.” A mile or a mile and a half further on I first came in sight of the valley of the Little Big Horn. About twelve or fifteen dismounted men were fighting on the plain with Indians charging and recharging them. The body numbered about 900 at this time. Colonel Reno’s mounted party were retiring across the river to the bluffs. I did not recognize till later what part of the command this was, but it was clear that they had been beaten. I then marched my command in line to their succor. On reaching the bluff I reported to Colonel Reno and first learned that the command had been separated and that Custer was not in that part of the field, and no one of Reno’s command was able to inform me of the whereabouts of General Custer. While the command was awaiting the arrival of the pack mules a company was sent forward in the direction supposed to have been taken by Custer. After proceeding about a mile they were attacked and driven back. During this time I heard no heavy firing and there was nothing to indicate that a heavy fight was going on, and I believe that at this time Custer’s command had been annihilated.

The rest of the story you must get from Colonel Reno, as he took command and knows more than anyone else.

[CN] 3.4
 [CT] FREDERICK WILLIAM BENTEEN: LENGTHIER NARRATIVES AND HIS TESTIMONY AT THE RENO COURT OF INQUIRY

Captain Frederick W. Benteen was one of the principal players in the fights on the Little Horn and fortunately has left for posterity several accounts, voluminous correspondence, his testimony at the Reno Court, his official report and a few other statements. Almost all of this was either intended for publication or with possible publication in mind, with the notable exception of the Goldin letters. Most of Benteen’s writings are anti-Custer diatribes, which also serve the purpose of blowing his own horn as well as denigrating virtually everybody else who was involved in whatever he was commenting upon.

In this appendix are presented two of Benteen’s narratives together with excerpts from his Reno Inquiry testimony. His correspondence to his wife, his official report and his short statement to the newspapers are reproduced elsewhere. The narratives are given first and in order of their having been written. A commentary follows the testimony excerpts.

BENTEEN’S INCOMPLETE NARRATIVE CIRCA 1891

This early narrative was most probably penned in early 1891, as peripheral information indicated that it was written shortly after the fights at Wounded Knee Creek and Drexel Mission/White Clay Creek, which occurred in December 1890. This, along with another later narrative, had been loaned to Edward Godfrey and was returned to the Benteen family after Godfrey’s death. The final pages, if they ever existed, were missing and have never been located. The later narrative was not returned, and had been considered lost although Earl Brininstool quoted portions of it in his “Troopers with Custer” [refer to B4.13].

Neither narrative needs extensive commentary, for Benteen’s own words convey an accurate picture of the kind of man he was. I have made a few minor changes as to paragraphing, and have added quotation marks to dialogue. I have also made brief notes for emphasis or clarification.

On June 22d, 1876, the 7th United States Cavalry, then on the Yellowstone River, Montana Territory, passed in review, guidons fluttering, horses prancing, before Brevet Major General H. Terry, commanding then the Department of Dakota, Headquarters in the Field; the 7th was en route, where? None knew of the Regt but General Custer. However, I have since been informed by Brevet Major General John Gibbon, who was of the reviewing party [Benteen does not refer to Custer by his brevet rank, which was also Major General] that his last salutation to General Custer was ‘Now, don’t be greedy Custer, as there Indians enough for all of us!’

On that day we moved up the “Rosebud,” marching twelve (12) miles, and bivouacked: in the evening the orderly trumpeter was sent to notify the officers of the regiment that Genl. Custer wished to see them at his headquarters, and after the arrival of the last officer, General Custer commenced his talk, which was to the effect, that it had come to his knowledge that his official actions had been criticized by some of the officers of the regiment at headquarters of the Department, and, while he was willing to accept recommendations from the junior second lieutenant of the regiment, he wished the same to come in a proper manner, calling our attention to the paragraph of Army Regulations referring to the criticism of actions of commanding officers; and said he would take the necessary steps to punish, should there be any reoccurrence of the offence.

I said to General Custer: “It seems to me you are lashing the shoulders of all, to get at some: now, as we are all present, would it not do to specify the officers whom you accuse?” He said: “Colonel Benteen, I am not here to be catechised by you, but for your information, I will state that none of my remarks have been directed towards you.” [Benteen had no reason, other than to create dissension, to suggest that the offending officers be named in an open meeting. Custer was quite correct in keeping his remarks non-specific and in mollifying Benteen. See also Appendix 2.10]. Then, after giving a few excellent general orders as to what should be done by each troop of the regiment in case of an attack on our bivouac at any time, the meeting of the officers was over, and each adjourned to his palatial “Pup tent.”

On the next day, owing to the report of the lieutenant having control of the marching of the pack the mules or packers of my troop having been reported with two other troops as being the most unmanageable in the regiment, I was directed to assume command of those three troops, and to march the battalion in rear of the last mule in the train. I saluted the General, and awaited the opportunity of crossing the Rosebud in rear of the regiment: it took exactly one hour and thirty minutes to get that pack-train across the creek, and get it started on other side. The country through which we were marching was very broken, and over ravines that would have concealed thousands of Indians, so, after marching, say seven or eight miles, and the train being scattered for perhaps two miles, it occurred to. me that perhaps the Casabianca business might be over and that the pack-train had better be “Rounded up,” or I might have a knotty explanation to grind out should it be lost, which was one of the easiest things to have happen, as I was marching.

So, a trumpeter quickly galloped ahead with orders to halt the train, and on arrival of the battalion at the train, one troop of battalion was put in advance of it, one troop on right flank of center of train, nearest the hills, and the remaining troop in the rear of train. The march that day was 35 miles [Actually 33 miles, in approximately 10 1/2 hours marching time. The total time taken was approximately 11 1/2 hours, from about 0500 to 1630].

Some little while before reaching bivouac of regiment, I missed Dr. Lord from my side, he having accompanied me on the march for the two days. However, on arrival at bivouac, the Adjutant of Regt., 1st Lieut. W.W. Cooke, came out to indicate place of bivouac for each troop, to have it in its proper order for marching on next day: after learning which, I said: “See here, ‘Cookey,’ ‘G.A.C.’ ordered me to march the three troops of the battalion composing guard for packs in rear of the last mule of train; now as the C.O. of Regt told us last night that he was open for recommendations, &c., I tell you as adjutant of regiment, that the first thing we know some Casabianca will be getting such orders about the train, and if the roughness of the country holds out, and the Indian signs continue to thicken, why the train will go up, then, the circus adjourns.

I am willing to admit this was getting close upon infracting the paragraph of Army Regulations to which our attention had been invited on the evening previous; but I was telling it to the adjutant that it might be sandwiched in as it were in conversation with the commanding officer of the regiment, and I knew if he did that I would not be put in the light of a fault-finder, but that in more elegant language the spirit of my talk would be given, and perhaps might call the attention of the General to a matter that might mar the success of the campaign. However, the Adjt. refused point blank, to say anything about it to Custer, saying, I might tell him myself if I chose. So the next morning as General Custer was passing, I chose to do so; telling him, that I could not, without endangering the safety of the packs, carry out the orders he had given me concerning the marching of the battalion composing the “Packs” guard. I then told the arrangement I had made of the battalion; and this from the fact that from the time he left me at the bivouac of the night before, not one sight of his command had been gotten. The General said: “I am much obliged to you Colonel, and I will turn over the same order of march for the rear guard to the officer who relieves you.”

Well, after the 2d day’s march, and I had seen to the bivouacking of my troop, I got out my seine for the purpose of seeing the kinds of fish the Rosebud could set up for supper. The attempt however resulted mostly in “water-hauls” and being ravenously hungry, “S.O.B. and trimmings” had to serve for bill of fare, Dr. Lord not putting in an appearance at the meal. However, after I had crawled under a bullberry bush for sweet repose, the Dr. came into camp, telling me that he had halted alone some miles back, being completely tired out, broken down, so much so that he had given up all hopes of getting to camp. He declined tea, and wanted nothing to eat or drink. I state this to show what must have been the physical condition of the Doctor on June 25th, on going into the fight, after an almost continuous march of 84 miles [this distance is completely false, as is the impression given by the use of the words “almost continuous”].

The repose I found under the bullberry bush alluded to, can be classed with the goose egg of the cricketer, for there were myriads of mosquitoes under that bush when I got there, and I don’t think that any of them got away.

1st night’s loss of sleep [if in fact Benteen lost a whole night’s sleep, it was his own fault. He got into camp after the main command had set up, but had at least 10 hours in which to rest].

3rd day we marched to, strange to say, a creek called “Muddy Creek,” where, on coming into camp, I heard the voice of my old friend. Col. Myles N. Keogh, hailing me, saying: “Come here, ‘old man,’ I’ve kept the nicest spot in the whole camp next to me for your troop, & I’ve had to bluff the balance to hold it; but here it is - skip off.” So I “skipped,” putting my troop in the vale the gallant Irishman had held for me [this part of the march covered almost exactly 27 miles in the time period 0500 to 1945, with about 5 hours of halts, including one of 4 hours between 1300 and 1700. Marching time was therefore 9 hours and 45 minutes. The marching rate for the past two days was slightly less than 3 miles per hour, which as almost leisurely for the 7th, which was known as a fast-walking regiment].

It wasn’t far from twilight then, so, after getting supper, Keogh came over to my bullberry bush (he was more luxurious than I was, having a tent fly for shelter), and the crowd was listening to one of the Italian patriot, DeRudio’s, recitals of his hair breadth escapes with Mazzini, or some other man, in some other country, all of which I rudely interrupted by saying “See here, fellows, you want to be collecting all the sleep you can, and be doing it soon, for I have a ‘Pre’ that we are not going to stay in this camp tonight, but we are going to march all night - so, goodnight.” I had scarcely gotten the words from my lips before the orderly trumpeter notified us that we would meet at the commanding officer’s headquarters at once My preparations for sleep [had] consisted in putting off my cavalry boots, so little time was consumed in robing. However, that was sufficient. The other officers rapidly went to their summons it being quite dark there, and the “Pre” telling me ‘twas a move, I called up my 1st Sergeant and had him see that the aparejos were “O.K.” - ropes, bridles, &c. all right - and have everything ready about the troop for a speedy move.

I then commenced a search for the Head Quarters; however, before getting far, I met an officer returning from the Call saying: “’Tis no use going. You were right - we move at 11 o’clock, P.M. sharp, tonight.” All right, then, there’s no sleep for your humble servant again tonight [note that Benteen was too late to attend the officers’ meeting, which in the circumstances might have been considered somewhat important].

2d night’s loss of sleep.

If it took a minute to cross that pack train over the Muddy, it took two hours; other side of creek, Colonel Keogh hunted me up, he being the officer in charge of rear guard; - he was making the air sulphurous with blue oaths, telling me of the situation; however, from having been there very many times myself, I knew it better than he did. So I consoled him with: “Never mind, old man, do the best you can, and it will all come out right.” I don’t begin to believe that Job ever had much to do with shave-tailed pack mules.

Well, my advice seemed to brace Col. Keogh a bit, and I kept the ding-donging of the tin cup, frying pan - or something - that was my guide as to direction - the pounding of that on the saddle of the horse on the left of the troop preceding mine being all that I had to go by, the night being pitch dark, and the gait was a trot, so I hadn’t much time to swap words with Col. Keogh, or my guide would be gone.

This trot was kept up for perhaps eight or ten miles Then came a halt, no orders for same being received, and no orders for anything received by me [Benteen is wrong as to both the distance and the gait. The command did not move until approximately 0030 and halted at about 0315, having covered 6 or 7 miles. The average speed of less than 3 mph indicates that the gait was below a walk, which is exactly what could have been expected in the circumstances. This halt lasted almost 5 1/2 hours]. So, the packs remained on mules; saddles and bridles on horses. I crouched down by a sage bush until daylight, and there spied Colonel Reno and little Benny Hodgson going for coffee, hardtack & Trimmings. I invited myself to assist in disposing of that repast, and met with a 1st Class welcome at suggesting it.

In a few moments, it seemed, the column moved forward, no orders for same, however, were gotten [this is strange, since it is Reno who moved the command ahead. Custer was en route to the Crows Nest. Note that Benteen makes it appear that the halt was only momentary, when in fact it was lengthy enough that most men got at least two or three hours sleep], but my troop & I followed the procession. Then came a sudden halt: no orders for that [the halt was made after marching for almost an hour and a half, again at a slow walk. Reno still commanded the column]. The rear of the column knew of none; however, a few moments [almost an hour] brought us a summons thro’ an orderly, to ‘Officers’ Call, at Head Quarters.

When there, General Custer notified us that he had been on the mountain to the left, where our Scouts (Crows) were all the night; that they had told him, thro. the interpreter, that they could see the dust, Indians and ponies & all that. He could see nothing through the old telescope glass they had, and didn’t believe there was anything to be seen. Now strange perhaps to say, I did believe it - another “Pre.” I knew it, because, why I’d sooner trust the sharp eye of an Indian, than to trust a pretty good binocular that I always carried; and I’d gotten that from experience. However, ‘twasn’t my “chip in,” so I said nothing [Custer had already told his scouts that he would advance to attack the village they had seen, so he obviously believed them. It was likely Benteen himself who did not, despite his protests to the contrary].

At this halt, General Custer notified us that the first troop commander who notified him that the requirements of an order issued a few days before [as to forage and ammunition] were being carried out strictly in the troop, that officer and troop should have the post of honor, the advance. I notified him at once that in my troop the requirements were being strictly adhered to. I feel quite sure it wasn’t expected from me; but he stammered out: “Well, Col. Benteen, your troop has the advance.”

When all had reported, I was ordered to move in advance with my troop, which I did [the command left this halting place approximately an hour after Custer decided to attack], but had gone but a short distance when General Custer rode up saying I was setting the pace too fast [so much for Custer’s headlong rush to get at the Indians]. He then rode in advance; and after going a few miles, the command was halted between hills on every side, and Genl. Custer and his adjutant stepped aside, and were figuring on paper for quite awhile, at what we knew not [it seems logical, given what followed, to assume that Custer and Cooke were consulting maps and sketches of the country between the command and the Little Horn. This halt was just after crossing, the divide. The column had been marched for 20 minutes and had covered about a mile and a half, not the “few miles” stated by Benteen, who obviously did not have the advance for very long].

However, when thro, I was called up and notified that my command was 3 Troops, and that I would move to the left to a line of bluffs about 2 miles away, sending out an officer and a few men as advance guard, to “pitch in” to anything I came across, and to notify him at once [see Chapter 1]. I started on my mission immediately: - this was just about 15 miles from where I found the dead body of Genl. Custer 3 days afterwards.

I omitted stating, that while en route obeying Custer’s last order, I received two other orders from him, and these through the Chief Trumpeter and the Sergeant Major of the regiment, the first to the effect that, should I not find anything at the first line of bluffs, then to go on to the second line of bluffs, to pitch in and notify him at once being included. The order through Sergt. Major, received 15 or 20 minutes later, was if nothing could be seen from the second line of bluffs, then to go on until I came to a valley, to “pitch in” and to notify him at once being also included.

Now all of this time, the balance of the regiment was on the march, and the last glimpse I had of them was the grayhorse troop in rapid motion. I thought, of course, they had struck something. However, I had that valley to find, and away we went for it, myself and orderly being in advance of the advance guard. The 2d line of bluffs showed no valley only bluffs & bluffs - so, another of my “Pres” came, and said: “Old man, that crowd ahead is going to strike a snag; Indians have too much sense to travel over such country as you have been going unless they are terribly pushed; so, you’d better get back to that trail, and you will find work.” Then “Right Oblique” was the word until we got out of the hills to the trail, my command getting to it just ahead of the train of Packs. The horses not having been watered since evening before, and this being along about one o’clock P.M. of a hot June day, they were needing it badly, so on the trail I halted at a morass for a few moments, for the purpose of giving the men and animals a chance at it.

I attended to the watering of the horse I was riding, for the brute was tricky, and unless you took the precaution to lariat him to something, after the bit was taken from his mouth and he thro’ drinking, you could not hold him by the strap or halter - no one could - and away he would go; and when he got good and ready, he would rejoin the troop. Well, at this watering, I lariated old Dick to a stump of ironwood before removing the bit, and after drinking, he pulled up taut on the stump, and looked as if to say: “I didn’t much care to go off this time anyway.” But that was the time of times, old fellow, for you would have been saved two wounds, and two days when water was worth its weight in green backs, though beautiful and blue within a stone’s throw of our stand.

After leaving the watering place, a few miles brought us to a beautifully decorated tepee of buffalo hide, just on trail. I dismounted, after riding around the lodge, peeped in, and saw the body of an Indian on a scaffold or cot of rude poles [Benteen must be mistaken, since overwhelming evidence states that the lodge was set afire by some of Custer’s command a half hour or so before]. By this time the battalion as up and away we went again. A mile or two brought orders through a Sergeant to the officer in charge of pack-train. I told him where I had last seen it [this was Knipe, and he gave Benteen verbal orders to hurry to the front as well] - another couple of miles brought an order for me thro’ the orderly trumpeter of the day, from the adjutant of regiment, to the effect: Benteen, Big Village, Be quick; Bring Packs. P.S. Bring Packs,

W.W Cooke, Adjt.

Well, the Packs were safe behind. I knew that - better than anybody. I couldn’t waste time in going back, nor in halting where I was, for them. So we went – V.V.V. [Benteen did speed up a bit].

I resume with the last order received from the Adjutant of the 7th Cavalry, the last lines penciled by him, viz: “Benteen, Come on, Big Village, Be Quick, Bring Packs. P.S. Bring Packs.” John Martini, the trumpeter bringing this dispatch, was a thick-headed, dull-witted Italian, just about as much cut out for a cavalryman as he was for a King. He informed me that the Indians were “Skidaddling,” [see Appendices 3.69/70] hence less the necessity for retracing our steps to get the Packs, and the same would be gained by awaiting the arrival of them where we then were. We did neither, but took the Trot! and, from the ford where Reno first crossed the beautifully blue Little Big Horn, we saw going on what evidently was not skedaddling on the part of the Indians, as there were 12 or 14 dismounted men on the river bottom, and they were being ridden down and shot by 800 or 900 Indian warriors [there is only contradictory evidence insofar as Benteen going to Reno’s ford. Even had he gone there, he could scarcely have seen what he claimed to have seen, for the view would have been obscured by the timber. He must have been on the bluffs, which is confirmed by his next statement in which he turns to the left to meet the Crows. Had he been at the ford, he ‘would have had to turn to the right. See also Appendices 3.36/37]. We concluded that the lay of the land had better be investigated a bit, as so much of the Italian trumpeter’s story hadn’t “panned out.” So off to the left I went, seeing a group of 3 or 4 Absaraka or Crow Indians. From them I learned this “Otoe Sioux, Otoe Sioux,” the “Otoe” meaning “innumerable, or heaps” of them; and we soon found that there were enough of them.

From the point where I saw the Crows, I got the first sight of the men of Reno’s battalion who had retreated from the river bottom, recrossed the river a couple of miles below, and were showing up on the bluffs on the side of the river that my battalion had kept, and was then on. The battalion being in line, Reno, knowing of course we were soldiers, came riding to meet me as I moved towards him. My first query of Reno was: “Where is Custer?” showing him the last order received from the Adjutant of Regt. Reno replied that he did not know, that Custer had ordered him across the river to charge the Indians, informing him that he would support him with the whole “Outfit;” but he had neither seen nor heard from him since. Well, our battalion got just in the nick of time to save Reno’s.

After a few words with Col. Reno, I inquired as to the whereabouts of “D” Troop of my battn., and was informed that Capt. Weir had, without orders, gone down the river. This being the case, I sallied after Weir, and about 3/4ths of a mile lower down, from the top of the highest point in vicinity, saw Weir’s troop returning, horses of Indians hurrying them somewhat. Reno came to same point after I had thrown Captain French’s troop in line at right angle with river, to hold that point, dismounted, till Weir’s troop got thro, and then to retreat slowly, and I would have that part of command looked after. This didn’t finish as well as I had hoped and expected it would. However, from the fact of the Indians not making the most of the opportunity, and Lieut. Ed. S. Godfrey carrying out his instructions more faithfully, and in some more soldierly manner, we had time sufficient to get some kind of line formed [Benteen is less than forthright in his descriptions of both the advances and the retreat].

The first officer I saw when establishing a line was Lieutenant Geo. D. Wallace, recently killed by some of the same Sioux, at the “Wounded Knee” fight in Dak. I said: “Wallace, put the right of your troop here.” His answer was: “I have no troop, only three men.” “Well,” said I, “stay here with your three men, and don’t let them get away. I will have you looked out for.” And Wallace and the three men stayed, and they were looked out for [see Appendix 5.17 for a discussion of this supposed scene].

Col. Reno was on the left, forming the same line which wasn’t a line but an arc of a circle, rather irregularly described too and when we met about centre, my own Troop remained to be disposed of, so I put it over much ground, almost as much as the other six companies occupied, protecting left flank, and well to the rear, just on the edge of line of bluffs, near river.

The formation as described was dismounted, the horses of command being placed in a saucer depression of prairie. The lower rim of the saucer, instead of a rim was a gentle slope. The hospital was established at the upper rim, and was about as safe a place as there was around the vicinity, the blue canopy of heaven being the covering [and] the sage brushes [and] sand being the operating board; but the stout heart and nervy skill of Dr. Porter (the only surgeon of the three of command that hadn’t been killed) was equal to the occasion.

I state but the facts when I say that we had a fairly warm time with those red men as long as sufficient light was left for them to draw a bead on us, and the same I’m free to maintain, in the language of Harte. I don’t know how many of the miscreants there were - probably we shall never know - but there were enough.

Now, be it remembered, this wasn’t a fight instituted by the army for glory-going purposes, or anything of that kind, but, rather, was a little gentle disciplining which the Department of the Interior (the Department of U.S. Government having charge of the Indian Bureau) had promised would be given the Indians if they, the nomads of the tribe, declined to come in to Agencies in the Spring, be good and draw their pay - runners having been sent out to the self supporters, i.e. those who gave the Agencies the grand go-by as it were, to the effect that, if they didn’t report, Soldiers would be sent out to bring them in. About the only answer they returned, as far as I wot, was ‘We will be here when you come for us!” and, sure enough, they were there! But little thought anyone that they would be in such hordes.

I judged of the condition of the men of my troop somewhat by my own condition, though that is one of almost physical never tire; but not having had sleep for the two nights previous to this one, was getting just a trifle weary myse1f, so up and down the line of “H” Troop 1st Lieut. Gibson and myself tramped, the night of June 25th and 26th, doing our very best to keep the sentinels awake, but we just could not do it. Kicking them well, they didn’t care anything about that [meanwhile the other troops were digging themselves in as best they could, and erecting breastworks of boxes and sacks]. However, we two kept awake on our end of the line, and at early daybreak ascertained that few, if any, of our red friends had given up hope of doing us up. The clatter they made stirred our little bivouac out pretty effectually. Then all being on the qui vive, thinking the situation was OK [thought] that I’d try and “Round Up” a few lines of sleep, to make up somewhat for the three night’s sleep that I was short of. So, down I dropped on the side determined to gather what I could in; but some wakeful red skin had pretty nearly my exact range, plumping me in the heel of extended boot. Another bullet scattered the dry dust under my arm pit. However, I hadn’t the remotest idea of letting little things like that disturb me, and think that I at least had gotten forty winks, when a Sergeant of my troop informed me that Lieut. Gibson of my troop was having a regular monkey and parrot time of it. To say that I felt like saying something naughty to that Sergeant was putting it mildly; but down I ran, and thro’ and thro’ the pack train, getting together some 15 or 16 soldiers & packers, making them carry up sacks of bacon, boxes of hard bread, pack and materials of that kind quite a sufficiency to build a respectable little breastwork, which, after propping up as well as we could, I turned over, with the Falstaffian crowd, to “Gib,” to my 1st lieutenant, telling him to hold the fort, notwithstanding what might become of us [First Lieutenant Frank Gibson. There are differing accounts of how the breastworks came to be erected in front of Benteen’s line, see especially Appendix 3.39].

Then I walked along the front of my troop, and told them that I was getting mad, and I wanted them to charge down the ravines with me when I gave the yell - then each to yell as if provided with a thousand throats. The Chinese act was sufficiently good enough for me if it would work; but I hadn’t so much real trust in its efficacy. However, when the throttles of the “H sters’ were given full play, and we dashed into the unsuspecting savages, who were amusing themselves by throwing clods of dirt, arrows by hand and otherwise, for simply pure cussedness, among us, to say ‘twas a surprise to them is mild form, for they somersaulted and vaulted as so many trained acrobats, having no order in getting down those ravines, but quickly getting - de’il take the hindmost [Benteen’s charge did not go “down the ravines” or “into the unsuspecting savages,” and it included troops from M Company. The charge covered perhaps 100 yards or less toward an enemy who was about 400 yards away. “There were only four Indians” Benteen told the Reno Inquiry. There were few, if any, Indian casualties and none among the troops].

Then, then, I had the key to the beautiful blue water that had been flowing so ripplingly at our feet for two days [there was no cause and effect here - the charge took place several hours before the water party volunteers went down] and which wounded and well longed so much for - there it was, ours for the getting. Well, ‘twasn’t the simplest of matters to get a camp-kettle of it, even then, but at the expense of many [two] wounded, and this for the sake of the already wounded as well as the dry living Speaking for myself, I am quite sure that I would gladly and cheerfully have given the very prettiest and newest twenty dollar silver certificate that I might have persuaded my first lieutenant to have lent me, for just one Oz. of Spiritus Frumenti, to have dashed into just about the same quantity of that pure Little Big Horn water, if for no other purpose than to just brace me up a bit, for to a certainty I was “Plumb” tired out and sleepy too. However, the business for the day had only fairly opened [the fighting was, for all intents and purposes, finished when the water parties went out] and I got no chance to steal off and sleep, or bless me if I would not have done it.

To say that I ever had more serene satisfaction at killing a Black buck deer, on the bound, with a carbine, than I had in putting one of Uncle Sam’s 45s thro’ as noble a specimen of the Dakotas as ever fluttered an eagle feather in his scalp lock, was every word true at the time - though I’m rather fond of Indians than otherwise - but to plump him thro’ his spinal, as he was cavorting thro’ the ravines, there being so many of them around that one wouldn’t be missed, and being so confoundedly mad and sleepy, must say that I looked on that dead red with an exquisite satisfaction, and not because he was maiden hair either, for he wasn’t [Benteen had killed a Cheyenne boy at the Washita, and had been ribbed about it ever since] but I was so tired, and they wouldn’t let me sleep [in this rather convoluted sentence, Benteen claims to have killed a Sioux warrior. I have found no other source indicating that he did so]. Now, strong man I, a bit out of luck in losing the 1st night’s sleep in the category of three, still, how tired must my good friend Dr. Lord have been, when he galloped in with Custer before getting his quietus, and he, A.H.L., was of weak physique [Benteen gets his good friend’s initials wrong].

So ends Benteen’s first narrative, in mid-sentence. It is not known whether this was because he never finished the story, or because the final portion is missing. Benteen’s second narrative, which follows, was written some time later - probably as a counterpoint to Godfrey’s Century Magazine article, although it might have been written in 1894 in response to a request from the 7th’s Adjutant for personal reminiscences from former officers to help make up a regimental history. In any event, the second effort is much more polished, indicating that it was most likely meant for publication somewhere It is as well, more unflattering to Custer and self-laudatory. This narrative was completed, although never published, but the final pages are missing from the transcript from which the provided text is taken. Indeed, the entire manuscript is missing, having been lent to Godfrey and either not returned or not found among his personal papers after his death – nor in Benteen’s either. However, an unknown number of transcripts were made, as witness Brininstool’s “Captain Benteen’s Own Story,” which contains voluminous excerpts. The version reproduced here is from a typed transcript and agrees almost exactly with Brininstool’s version. I believe that it is an accurate copy. I have made some corrections in grammar.

Trumpets sounding, horses prancing, guidons waving proudly, the twelve troops of the Seventh U S. Cavalry passed in review before Brigadier General Alfred Terry, commanding the Department of Dakota, as noon, on the 22d day of June, 1876. The scene of the review was in Montana Terr, on the banks of Yellowstone River, in close proximity to the junction of Rosebud Creek with said river.

After passing the reviewing officer, the regiment deployed into column, and the line of march was taken for Rosebud Creek, the distance marched that afternoon being twelve (12) miles.

On the night of that day, the officers of the Seventh Cavalry were summoned to appear at the bivouac of Lieut. Col. Custer, commanding the regiment, and upon the assembling of the officers, Lieut. Col. Custer gave some directions about what formation of the troops should be made, in case of an attack upon the camp by Indians.

Evidently the meeting of the officers was not “called” for the promulgation of the directions given out by Lieut. Col. Custer, as directions were wholly rudimentary, and as the regiment had been campaigning for the past nine years with nearly the same officers, during which term of years Col. Custer had never before seen fit to counsel or direct us as to the A, B, C of our profession.

At this, however, no one felt injured, and Col Custer drifted into saying “that while HE was willing to accept recommendations from the junior second lieutenant of the regiment, such recommendations must come to him in proper form; and, moreover, that he (Custer) was aware that his official actions had been talked of, and criticized by, officers of the regiment to officers of the Department Staff during the march from Fort A Lincoln, D.T. and he now notified all such officers that such criticisms must cease, or that the officers offending would be proceeded against, as the regulations of the army provided.”

It was then patent to us all for what purpose the “call” had been sent forth, and as my relations with Lieut. Col. Custer were not of the warmest personal nature, I was anxious to learn the names of the officers whom he evidently mistrusted. So I said: “General, will you not be kind enough to inform us of the names of those officers who have so offended?”

Custer stammered slightly, and said: “Colonel Benteen, while I am not here to be catechised by you, I take pleasure in informing you, for your own gratification, that you are not among those officers whom I have alluded to.” The meeting then dispersed, each proceeding in the direction of his own bivouac.

On the morning of the 23d, I reported to Lieut. Col. Custer for orders as new officer of the day. Lieut. Col. Custer told me the letters of the three troops of the battalion I was to take charge of as guard to the pack for the day, and ordered that I was to march the battalion in rear of the last mule of the train. Soon thereafter, Lieut. Col. Custer marched at the head of the column of the nine other troops.

It took exactly one and a half hours to get the pack-train across Rosebud Creek, so, by that time, Custer’s column was all of six miles ahead of my train - and out of sight. For some time I marched the train and battalion as I had been ordered to by Lieut Col. Custer; but, as the train as much scattered, so much so that I could exercise no control of it from my position in rear of the whole of it, and as I would be held responsible for safety of the same, in case of an attack by Indians, I determined to put the troops in such position along flank of train that, in case of attack, the command was prepared to defend it. For such purpose, I placed one troop on flank at head of train, second troop at center of train, while I remained with the third troop on flank and at rear of train Our march that 2nd day as about thirty-five miles, and up the Rosebud Creek

On arrival with the train and Battalion at the place of bivouac for the night, I found the regimental adjutant, Lieut. W Cooke, awaiting my arrival for purpose of designating the place each troop of my train was to occupy in the camp.

I said to Cooke: that “General Custer had ordered me to march the whole battalion in rear of the last mule of the train, and that I had carried out his orders until I feared to longer do so, as I might have lost a great portion of the train in case it had been attacked,” telling Cooke the manner in which I had marched the guard to protect train, and requested that he would communicate the same to General Custer, so that the next officer in charge should not receive such orders as had been given me regarding the marching of the train. Lieut. Cooke replied: ‘No, I will not tell General Custer anything about it. If you want him to know it, you must tell him of it yourself.”

On the morning of the 24th, General Custer rode by my bivouac of the night before. I approached him and reported that on account of fearing for the safety of the train the day before, I had placed the battalion on guard differently from the manner he had ordered. Custer stammered slightly, and said; “I am much obliged to you, Col Benteen. I will direct the officer ho relieves you to guard the train in the manner you have done.” As my duties ended on delivering the train at camp on the 23d, I did not have to report to the commanding officer with the new Officer of the Day

The march of June 24th was interrupted by frequent, and sometimes quite lengthy, halts of the column, but on what account I was not aware; but on arriving at “Mud Creek,’ which was to be our place of bivouac, I was loudly called by Col. Keogh to come where he was, that he had been saving for me a snug nook with beautiful grass in it, that I might camp next to him [Benteen is in error as to the camping place which was actually at the Busby Bend of the Rosebud, two miles below Davis Creek but on the opposite side of the Rosebud. East Muddy Creek had been reached earlier in the day, at about 1300, and the command had halted there for four hours. This may account for Benteen’s confusion, or it may be that he wanted the night march to appear longer than it was. The distance from East Muddy Creek to the Busby Bend campsite is about 12 miles].

After our frugal repasts which went for dinner, Col. Keogh and his lieutenant, Porter, came over to my bivouac, where, sitting around, were four or five officers engaged in listening to Lieut. DeRudio’s yarns. However, I placed my saddle in position for a pillow, spread my saddle-blanket for a bed, and told the gentlemen that “I was going in for what sleep I could pick up, as I was impressed with the belief that we would not remain in that camp all night.” The officers however, went on with their conversation, and before I had caught a wink of sleep, an orderly from regimental headquarters came with the information to us to meet at once at headquarters.

It was then pitch dark, so I called up my first sergeant, and directed him to see that everything was in order for an immediate move, as I didn’t think we would be allowed to remain in that camp all night. The sergeant assured me that everything was in good shape, so I then started to find General Custer’s headquarters. I had not gotten far on the way thereto when I stumbled across Lieut. Edgerly, who informed me that it was not necessary to go any further, as the only orders were that we were to move at 11 o’clock at which hour we did move. However, there was about an hour and a half consumed in getting the pack across Mud Creek. Colonel Keogh had charge of the packs on that move and the column remained impatiently on the other bank of the creek while Keogh was superintending the crossing of the pack-train.

Some little time after [the timing of this move is the subject of much confusion] the column got started on the march. The only guide or direction I had for my troop was the pounding of the cups on the saddles of the men in rear of the troop preceding me.

About this time, Col. Keogh rode up to me, complaining that he couldn’t tell head or tail of the pack-train, didn’t know where the hell they were, and what was he going to do about it? I told him to take it easier, that nothing but an Indian could run one of those mules off. Some of the packs, of course, might slip off and be left behind; but we could recover the same at daylight - and the tin cup pounding on saddles of the troop ahead of me went on, all of which suddenly ceased [how Keogh found Benteen, or why he would have sought him out in preference to Cooke or Custer is unknown. Of course, it may be that this incident only occurred in Benteen’s imagination, since it makes him look both important and prescient]. The column was at a halt, pack-train and all spread out together.

I should think an hour and a half after this, daylight began to peer through, and I noticed General Custer pass me on horseback. Custer went on, saying nothing to me. Just then, I noticed Major Reno and Lieut. Hodgson on the other side of a ravine, about to sit down to breakfast. I went over and assisted them in disposing of what they had [Benteen makes it appear that this halt was fairly short, when in fact it occupied some five and a halt hours, during which time most of the officers and men went to sleep].

In the course of halt an hour or so, without orders or bugle sound, the column in advance commenced moving forward, which movement was of course followed by the troops and pack-train in the rear. I should think we went about a mile and a half, when the column again halted [this advance, under Reno, covered almost four miles in about an hour and a halt, a very conservative gait. Custer returned from his trip to the Crow’s Nest about a half hour later]. I am of the belief that an orderly was sent to notify the officers that General Custer wished to see us; at all events, the officers gathered where he was.

General Custer then told us that he had just come down from the mountains, where our Crow Indian scouts had been during the night, and that they had told him they could see tepee tops, lots of Indian ponies, dust, etc., but that he had looked through their telescopic glasses and that could not see a thing and not believe that they could either, see anything of the kind [Custer expressed his inability to see the ponies or village smoke at the Crow’s Nest, not at the officers meeting, which was called by trumpet, not by orderly. However, he had accepted the observations of the Crows and Charley Reynolds, after some discussion, and had determined to advance to the attack immediately, since Indians had been seen watching the column. His actions demonstrate that he believed his scouts].

Now, in 1875, I had a very similar experience with Indians in Dakota, and as the statements of the Indians then were absolutely confirmed by what was afterward proved [this incident is yet to be identified], I was strong in the belief that the Crow Indians only reported what was shown them by their superior keenness of vision, and that the hostile village was where they located it; but as no opinions were asked for, none were given.

The column then advanced, I should think a mile or so, and the officers were summoned to General Custer. On arrival of all, General Custer desired to know whether the requirements of a regimental order which was issued on the Yellowstone River were being carried out, which order was to the effect that every troop of the regiment should have a non-commissioned officer and six men on duty with the pack-train, in immediate charge of the mules of each troop, and that one hundred rounds of carbine ammunition and twenty-four rounds of pistol ammunition should be issued to each trooper; that the first officer who notified him that these requirements were being observed should have the advance o the regiment for his troop [Benteen has made one halt and officers’ call into two. The change in plans and the offer of the advance to the first officer reporting happened at the same place. The advance of a mile referred to here led across the divide between the Rosebud and the Little Horn and to the assignment of battalion commands].

I am really of the opinion that General Custer neither expected or desired that I should have the advance of the regiment [if Custer didn’t want Benteen to have it, he could merely have made a specific assignment to someone else, rather than leaving it to chance]; nor do I think he was of the opinion that I would volunteer to be the first to assure him that all orders were being carried out to the letter in my troop [Godfrey was also surprised, since Benteen made no effort to ascertain the state of affairs in his troop. See Appendix 3.37]. However, my troop being right on top of us, as it were, I saw no way of evading the question as to whether we were a dutiful lot of officers in H troop, but by notifying him that to my certain knowledge the requirements of the order he had alluded to were being carried out as a matter of course [there was, of course, no question to be evaded, and Custer had not accused anyone of failing to carry out the orders].

With a slight stammer, General Custer said: “Then, Col. Benteen, you have the advance, sir.” The last officer to report was to catch the pack-train to guard, as the penalty for not being more rapid in reporting, and this, I opine, few cared for.

After all had reported, I was notified by General Custer to move my troop to the right of the regiment, which as then in column of fours. The regiment had moved but a short distance when Custer rode to the right of the column and remarked that I was setting the pace too fast. He then remained in front, halting the column after a mile or so had been passed over [Benteen had the advance for only one mile, which distance was covered in approximately twenty minutes at an average speed of 3 MPH, which is hardly fast, leading me to believe that this “slow down - you’re going too fast” scene never happened. If it did, it is one of the few times that Benteen can be accused of moving quickly during the entire day of the 25th. See Chapter 1].

General Custer and the regimental adjutant, Lieut. Cooke, went a few yards in advance of the column, just out of earshot, and were diligently engaged in talking, and making notes in a scratch pad. After fifteen or so minutes of this work, I was called by the adjutant and was informed by General Custer that I was to mount D, H, and K Troops, which were then in the column dismounted, and proceed to a line of bluffs about two miles off, at about an angle of 45 degrees; to send a well-mounted officer and ten men in advance; to pitch into any Indians I could see, and, in such case, to notify him at once.

I at once mounted my battalion and set out, sending Lieut. Gibson and ten men in advance. To say the country – “Terrain: goes now - was “rough,” that would be more truly descriptive, and by no means exaggerative of the lay of the land. But on we went, with high intent, from embankment to embankment.

Perhaps a mile or so had been covered, when the chief trumpeter of the regiment overtook me, with “Compliments of General Custer to Colonel Benteen. That if I came across, or could see, nothing from the first line of bluffs, to go on to the second line of bluffs, pitch into anything I came across, and to notify General Custer of same at once.”

Again we went on - from the second line of bluffs’ nothing but more and more bluffs, still further on. But by this time, we had been overtaken by another messenger from General Custer, this time in the person of the sergeant-major of the regiment, bearing the “Compliments of Gen. Custer, that if Col. Benteen saw nothing from the second line of bluffs, then to proceed to the valley, to pitch into anything I came across, notifying General Custer of same at once.

Forward again once more; but no valley, nor sign of valley, was to be seen.

The last glimpse we had gotten of General Custer’s column was the sight of the gray-horse troop at a gallop. Well, one couldn’t tell much about the simple fact of seeing that much of a column at an increased pace, as, owing to roughness of the country, the troop might have lost distance, and had only increased the pace to recover its distance.

But, through the whole oblique to the left, the impression went with me that all of the hard detour was for naught, as the ground as too awfully rugged for sane Indians to choose to go that way to hunt a camp or, for that matter, to hunt anything else but game.

I knew that I had to come to some decision speedily, when I had given up the idea of further hunting for a valley, and being thoroughly impregnated with the belief that the trail Custer was on would yield quite a sufficiency of Indians; that, for the present, any little undiscovered band might be safely left for future garnering and none of us, too, desired to be left out of the fight, which all were absolutely sure could be found at the other end of the trail that Custer was following. So the question with me was, shall I valley hunt any more, or shall I hasten with these three troops to where I feel sure of getting all the fighting they can want, and maybe help someone out of a hole there?

My real Simon-pure, straight orders were to hunt that valley [see Chapter 1]; but I didn’t know where the valley was, and thought that perhaps an opportunity might happen later to search for it; but just then I didn’t believe I had time to do it. So, shouldering the responsibility of not having found the valley, I pitched off with the battalion at a right oblique to reach the trail Custer’s column had followed, endeavoring by speed to make up for the precious time that had been lost in our futile hunt for the valley [note how Benteen’s “endeavoring by speed” actually eventuates, in his own words, following].

My battalion reached the trail Custer had followed just in advance of the right of the pack-train and pretty close to a boggy place where I thought water for the animals could be gotten. So perhaps fifteen minutes were consumed in watering them.

Just as my battalion pulled out on the trail from the watering place, the advance mules of the pack-train floundered into the bog, going up to the packs in mud. However, I couldn’t spare the time to assist in extricating them, as this is wholly one of the perquisites of the owner of that duty, i.e. guard to the pack-train, and is by no means a labor of love.

About two miles from this bog, we passed a burning tepee, the tepee being quite handsomely decorated in colors in Indian art style. Dismounting from my horse, I peeped into the tepee, and on a bed of forks of and small limbs of trees was stretched the body of an Indian warrior. As I hadn’t time to investigate as to the causes of his having been made a good Indian, I remounted my horse, and kept the battalion pushing on at a stiff walk.

A mile or so further on, I met a Sergt. Kanipe coming from the adjutant of the regiment with order - written - for the commander of the pack-train [the orders were verbal, not written, and included instructions to Benteen to come to the front as fast as he could]. I told the sergeant the train was some distance in the rear - after reading his orders - and he kept on back to it.

Further on a couple of miles, I met my own troop trumpeter, “John Martin,” bearing orders from the adjutant of the regiment to me, which were as follows: “Benteen, come on: big village; be quick; bring Packs. P.S. Bring Pac’s.” Cooke.

Well, by this time I had acquired a tolerably fair “lay of the land;” if I went back for packs, I feared much valuable time would be lost - if I halted where I was, waiting for packs to come up, the condition wasn’t being at all bettered, and this side of the “lay of the land”, was sufficiently convincing to me that no Indians could hope to get between my battalion and the pack So on I kept the battalion moving, now quickening the pace to a trot [see his previous statement as to speed], willing to assume an added responsibility as regarding the safety of the packs [Benteen was always willing to assume responsibility in hindsight].

A couple of miles or so brought me to where Major Reno’s battalion crossed the Little Big Horn. On the hillside, I saw a group of Crow Indians. Riding to them, they explained heaps of Sioux, and just then, I saw the advance of Reno’s battalion appear on the bluffs, on the side of the river I was then on. I formed my battalion in line, and moved up the bluffs. Then Reno, hatless, came riding down to meet me.

I inquired where Custer was, showing him the order I had gotten. Reno read the order, replying that, about an hour ago, Custer had sent him across the river with orders to charge a body of Indians in the valley, promising that he would support Reno with the whole outfit; that since that time, he had seen nothing of Custer, and knew nothing of his whereabouts, but had heard some firing down the river, and supposed he was in that direction.

Now it had become imperative that I should speedily connect with the pack-train, and Reno dispatched Lieut. Hare, 7th Cavalry, to go to train and hasten it along. In about an hour or less, the pack-train came up. Some carbine ammunition was then unpacked from it; and it was issued to some of Reno’s men.

About this time, I saw one of the troops of my battalion proceeding to the front, mounted, without order from me. Upon this, I followed with the other two troops, Major Reno having his trumpeter sound the “Halt” continuously and assiduously; but I had to get in sight then of what I had left my valley hunting mission for.

On reaching the highest bluff in the vicinity, I saw what I estimated to be about 900 Indians in the valley from which Reno had just been driven. The officer who had preceded me on his “own hook” with his troop had gone down a gorge with it. Indians were riding around the bluff on either side of this troop, signaling. I then formed a troop, dismounted, at right angles with the river, and one on the bluffs, parallel with the river, so that, if Custer’s forces were near, our position cou1d be defined.

Just then, up the gorge, pell-mell, came the troop which the commander had so fearlessly sallied forth with and the preparations I had made allowed he and his troop to come to a less frantic style of going [this is all fabricated to show Benteen in a positive light and Weir in a negative one]. Then came the necessity of getting into as good shape, and on as good ground for defense as was possible, as ‘twas clearly apparent that we were in for a good long fight.

Slowly we fell back, to just about the very point where Reno reached the bluffs from his retreat from valley; and with the little time allowed us, we formed a line, which stemmed the tide of Indian fury while the fight lasted, which was till dark on the 25th, and until the retreat of the Indians, on the 26th of June

Now, not a soul knew on that hill with Reno, where Custer was - supposition and regard thereto was that he had found more Indians than he could conveniently handle with his battalion of five (5) troops, and that he had fallen back, to connect with Generals Terry and Gibbon.

My battalion got to the point in time to save Reno’s force; but from not knowing the position or needs of Custer, it as without the bounds of possibility to render him any assistance. That my battalion made such an attempt is clear enough; it is also clear enough to me, after the occurrence, that the whole combined seven companies of regiment could have rendered no assistance to Custer after Reno had been defeated even had there been time and we had known the whole lay of the land, and the reason for this is that there were a great deal too many Indians, who were “powerful” good shots, on the other side. We were at their hearths and homes. They had gotten the ‘bulge’ on Reno, their medicine as working well, and they were fighting for all the good God gives anyone to fight for. We were not cognizant of the “wiping out” of Custer’s command; but it seemed to me that the Indians developed very much more adhesiveness in their attention to us than I had ever noticed among their characteristics. Had I known of the defeat of Custer’s forces at this time, my only surprise would have been: why didn’t they get us too?

This ends Benteen’s second narrative, the finishing pages of which apparently have been lost. What follows is Benteen’s testimony at the Reno Court of Inquiry and I have reproduced it in the same style as I have used elsewhere, giving both the questions and the responses. It is instructive to compare what Benteen swore to at the Inquiry and what he later wrote in his narratives. It is also important to remember that it was Major Reno’s conduct that was being investigated, not Benteen’s, so the questions put to him had to be carefully constructed and were obviously limited in scope, although he was free to comment upon Custer’s conduct, which supposedly was not under investigation either. Today, much of Benteen’s testimony would be objected to as non-responsive i.e. he is asked a question but answers some unasked question, putting in evidence that is not relevant, or perhaps slanted. An example is his answer to the Recorders question about the organization of battalions, where Benteen volunteers information about the lack of orders, but doesn’t answer the question asked.

Benteen testified over the course of four days, 1, 3, 4, and 5 February 1879, although there were other witnesses on all of those days. After being sworn in, Benteen’s examination began:

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) State your name, rank and regiment, and where serving.

A) F.W. Benteen, Captain, 7th Cavalry, Brevet Colonel, U.S. Army, serving at Fort Lincoln, Dakota Territory.

Q) What duty were you on, on the morning of the 25th of June, 1876? Under whose command, and where?

A) I was on an expedition with General Custer in Montana Territory, between the Rosebud and Little Big Horn Rivers

Q) Was Major M.A. Reno with that command? If so, in what capacity?

A) He was there by orders, acting as Lieutenant Colonel of the regiment

Q) Was he second-in-command?

A) He was second-in-command, under Lieutenant Colonel Custer

Q) State what battalion organizations had been made of the command during his advance towards the Little Big Horn River, where it was done and when.

A) On the 24th of June, we marched till about 3o’clock, bivouacked, without orders to unpack the mules or unsaddle the horses; and on the next morning, when we moved from there, I got no orders. The command moved, and I followed the rest.

Q) State in regard to what battalions or organizations were made on the 25th.

A) They were made probably 4 hours after we marched, I think at the first halt. An orderly came to me with instructions for the officers to assemble at a point where he [Custer] was, for an officers’ call. No bugle was sounded for officers’ call. An orderly was sent to get them together.

General Custer told us that he had just come down from the mountains; that he had been told by the scouts that they could see a village, ponies, tepees and smoke. He gave it to us as his belief that they were mistaken, that there were no Indians there; that he had looked through his glass, and could not see any, and did not think there were any there.

Other instructions were given. Those were that the officer who first reported to him that his company was carrying out the conditions of an order that was given two days before should have the advance. Those requisitions were that a non-commissioned officer and six men from each company should be with the pack, and no more; and that each man should have 100 rounds of ammunition in his cartridge belt and saddle pockets. I suppose that every officer there could have told him that those requisitions were being carried out; but as the others went, for formality’s sake, I went to my company and said to the first sergeant, “There are so many men with the packs?” “Yes, sir.” “And you have so much ammunition?,” all of which I knew without his answering. I went to General Custer and told him my company fulfilled his requisitions. He then said I had the advance.

We moved then probably 8 miles, and halted in a kind of valley surrounded by high hills. I suppose that place was selected so as to hide us from any Indians, were any in sight or in that vicinity. Then the division into battalions was made. I received three companies, and was sent to the left, to a line of bluffs.

Q) How many battalions was the regiment divided into, and what officers were put in command?

A) I don’t know. It was not told to me at all.

Q) How many companies were assigned to your battalion?

A) Three companies.

Q) Describe where it was that you separated from General Custer’s column. What orders, if any, did you receive at the time as to what you were to do, and where you were to go?

A) I have described the country. It was a series of rough bluffs we were halted in.

Q) State with reference to the divide between the Little Big Horn and the Rosebud.

A) I don’t know how that is. My orders were to proceed out into a line of bluffs about 4 or 5 miles away, to pitch into anything I came across, and to send back word to General Custer at once if I came across anything. I had gone about a mile, when I received instructions through the chief trumpeter of the regiment: if I found nothing after reaching the first line of bluffs, to go on to the second line, with the same instructions. I had gone, I suppose, a mile further, when I received orders through the sergeant-major of the regiment that, if I saw nothing from the second line of bluffs, to go on into the valley and if there was nothing in the valley, to go to the next valley.

Q) When your column separated from that of General Custer, describe the direction, or angle of separation, to the route you had been going.

A) It was about an angle of 45 degrees, which is a left oblique.

Q) Where was the pack train at the time of separation?

A) The pack train at the time of the first halt was closed up. Where it was at the second halt, where we were divided, I don’t know. I suppose it was close up to the rear of the regiment.

Q) From the point you have reached in your description, go on, and describe the movement of your command, and what occurred, up to the time you joined Major Reno on the hill, if you did so join him.

A) I forgot to give some of the instructions of General Custer, which were that I was to send an officer and about six men in advance of my battalion, and to ride rapidly. The officer I selected was my first lieutenant [Frank Gibson], and six men from my own company to head my battalion. I sent those ahead with the instructions I had received; but the greater part of the time, I was ahead of that officer and six men with my orderly, the battalion coming as fast as they could. The ground was very rugged, and we had to go through defiles and around high bluffs to get to the point to which I had been sent. I went to the second line of bluffs and saw no valley [Benteen did not go to the highest point of any of the bluffs. He kept to the lower ground, and did not see, or attempt to see, anything. That was left to Gibson], and I knew the Indians had too much sense to go to any place over such country; that if they had to go to any point in that direction, they had a much better way to go [in fact, some of them had, a few days earlier, gone down one of the valleys that Benteen did not see as a short cut to the valley of the Little Horn]. The last I saw of the column was the Gray Horse Troop at a dead gallop. I had an idea that General Custer was mistaken as to there being no Indians in that vicinity, and as there were no Indians and no valleys there, I thought my duty was to go back on the trail and join his command [those were his orders].

Q) Describe your route back, and where you struck the trail.

A) The route was the same as going over, bearing to the right, at the same angle going back, at a right oblique. I struck the trail about a mile ahead of the pack train. I saw it coming on the trail. I then followed the trail to a kind of morass. My horses had not been watered since about six or eight o’clock the evening before, and I formed them around that morass and watered them.

As I moved out from that place, two mules from the pack train rushed into the morass and were stuck in the mud. I then went on, I suppose about 7 miles, when I came to a burning tepee. I rode around it. I am not sure whether I dismounted or not. I know it contained the dead body of a warrior.

A mile or so from that tepee, I met a sergeant coming back with instructions to the commanding officer of the pack train to “hurry up the packs” I told him the pack train, I thought, was about 7 miles back, and he could take the order back, as I had nothing to do with that, that Captain McDougall was in charge of the pack train, and would attend to the order. About a mile or so after that, I met Trumpeter Martin, who brought a written order, which I have.

Q) What was that order?

A) It has no date. It says: “Benteen, come on, big village, be quick, bring packs. P.S. Bring packs. W.W Cooke”

Q) At that point where you met Trumpeter Martin, can you state how far it was from the Little Big Horn River.

A) It was about 2 miles from where Major Reno first crossed.

Q) How far was it from that tepee?

A) It was about 2 1/2 miles from the tepee that I met Martin.

Q) Did you then know whose trail you were following?

A) I did not. I will state here that Trumpeter Martin, after giving me that note, I asked him about this village [but Benteen never asked Martin where Custer was, which was the most logical question since he had been ordered to come to Custer]. He said the Indians were all skedaddling, therefore there was less necessity for me going back for the packs.

Q) Then at the time Trumpeter Martin arrived could you hear firing in the distance?

A) None at all.

Q) Where were you diverted from the trail, if at all?

A) At the time I received the order from Trumpeter Martin, I was riding 4 or 500 yards in advance of the battalion, accompanied by my orderly. Colonel Weir was probably 200 yards in my rear I waited until he came up, and handed him the note. I asked him no questions, nor did he volunteer any advice [this is surprising, considering Weir’s earlier and later demonstrated impatience to get to the sounds of gunfire].

When the command came up near enough to me, I ordered a trot. I went on ahead of it to the crossing of the Little Big Horn River, at the ford. That was my first sight of the Little Big Horn. There I saw an engagement going on, and I supposed it as the whole regiment. There were twelve or thirteen men in skirmish line that appeared to have been beaten back. The line was then parallel with the river, and the Indians were charging and recharging through those men. I thought the whole command was thrashed, and that was not a good place to cross [Benteen could not have seen anything from the crossing. He would have had to have crossed the river and ridden through the timber out onto the plain in order to have seen what he claimed to have seen - or have been on the bluffs].

To my right I noticed 3 or 4 Indians, probably 4 or 500 yards from me. I thought they were hostiles, and rode with my orderly towards them, and saw, as I approached them, that they were Crows. They said there was a big ‘pooh poohing” going on, which I had already seen. Then I saw the men who were up on the bluff, and I immediately went there, and was met by Major Reno [again indicating that he had been on the edge of the bluffs].

Q) At the time you received the order in regard to the pack train, did you consider it necessary to take your command and go and bring the pack train up?

A) I did not consider it necessary at all, because the Indians could not get to the pack train without coming by us [This is patently untrue. Benteen had no idea where the Indians were, no idea of the topography of the country and had already claimed that the packs were about seven miles behind him, which would have required two hours plus travel by the train; and it would have taken Benteen an hour or so to traverse the same distance at a trot. The hostiles could very easily have attacked the train without interference from Benteen, had they known of its existence and not been otherwise engaged at the time].

Q) State where it was you first heard firing in the direction of the village. Was it before reaching the crossing “A,” or at the time you reached it?

A) I heard very little firing at all. After I got on the hill where Major Reno was, I don’t suppose I heard more than 15 or 20 shots.

Q) I refer to the time before you saw the men on the hill.

A) I could hear it while I was at the river, probably two miles from where it was going on and that I could see.

Q) What was the effective force of your battalion?

A) I had about 125 men.

Q) State, if you know, at what hour of the day it was when you reached Major Reno on the hill.

A) I only know from Lieutenant Wallace that it was 10 minutes after 12 when I started off with my battalion from General Custer.

Q) Taking that as a basis, what would be the time you met Major Reno on the hill?

A) It must have taken me three hours to have gone where I did and back.

Q) Then would you think it was about 3 o’clock when you met Major Reno on the hill?

A) I think so

Q) State whether Major Reno was present when the order was given to you by General Custer to move to the left.

A) He was not.

Q) When you joined Major Reno on the hill, state how far the pack train was away.

A) It was not then in sight. I suppose it was 7 or 8 miles off then [it was very much closer, and Benteen knew it].

Q) State how long after you arrived on the hill was it that the pack train, or any part of it, arrived.

A) I should think it was an hour and a quarter, or an hour and a half [the first mules arrived in less than an hour, the rest shortly after. Note that even Benteen’s incorrect timing meant that the mules were much closer than he had testified, or else they were being driven at 6 MPH, which is beyond belief].

Q) State what was the condition of Major Reno’s command on the hill, in regard to efficiency, or any other respect you may have observed at the time you arrived there, if you did observe it.

A) Those that were alive were in pretty good order, and well shaken up

Q) Were there any evidences to your mind there of any demoralization of the command among the men or officers of the command, when you arrived? If so, state what they were.

A) Men coming up on foot on a big bluff would be pretty well blown, and so would the horses. They were not in line of battle, but were scattered around at points, I suppose to the best advantage [it was Weir who threw out a skirmish line to keep the Indians from overrunning the position, although, to be sure, the Indians were not evident in any strength on the east side of the river. Reno had done nothing to position his command, which was in much worse shape than Benteen let on]. They all thought there was a happier place than that, I guess.

Q) Were there any Indians engaging his command when you arrived? If so, in what numbers and at what distances?

A) I think the Indians saw me about the time I saw them, and that checked their pursuit. They came around, probably 4 or 5 or more, to the highest point of land there. Maybe they had been there all the time - I don’t know that.

Q) Were they within easy range of the troops, or long range?

A) I should say they were nearly a mile away.

Q) Were those the nearest Indians to the command there at the time you arrived?

A) I saw about 900 Indians when I arrived, circling around in the bottom. I stated in my official report I thought there 900 Indians when I got there.

Q) Was that when you reached Major Reno’s position, or at the crossing?

A) When I reached the crossing - and the same Indians were there when I reached Major Reno’s position.

Q) In the same number?

A) Yes, sir. I think they were.

Q) How near were they to Major Reno command, in a straight line?

A) About a mile, I think. Out of effective carbine range.

Q) State whether or not you stated to Major Reno the purport of the order you received from Adjutant Cooke.

A) Yes, sir. I showed him the order.

Q) What communication did you have with him on the subject, and what was the purport of the conversation between you and him there?

A) I asked him if he knew where General Custer was. He said he did not; that he had been sent to charge those Indians on the plain, and that General Custer’s instructions to him, through Adjutant Cooke, were that he would support him with the whole outfit; and that was the last he had seen or heard of him, and did not know where he was [one wonders why Benteen did not ask Martin, who had, after all, come from Custer, where Custer was, and why Benteen was not questioned on this point by the Recorder].

Q) Do I understand that, at the time of that conversation, Major Reno still said he did not know where General Custer was?

A) Yes, sir. That was before my battalion came up. It was following me. My battalion did not go with me to the crossing A.

Q) From the order which you had received through Trumpeter Martin, or from any other information you had received, had you at that time any knowledge or impression where General Custer was, or on which side of the river?

A) No. sir. My impression from Trumpeter Martin was that the Indians were skeddadling. But my first sight of the fight showed that there was no skeddadling being done by the Indians, and I, of course, thought that was the whole command, and if it was the whole command, that it was whipped [this from the twelve or thirteen men he claimed to have seen in the river bottom].

Q) Upon reaching Major Reno’s position, and finding that it was not the whole command, state what your impression was as to where General Custer must have gone.

A) I supposed he was down the river.

Q) Did you or not so state to Major Reno at the time of your conversation?

A) I don’t remember having stated to him anything about it He should have known more about General Custer than I could, as I had been started off some 12 or 15 miles back. It did not occur to me but that he knew more about it than I did.

Q) Did Major Reno explain to you why he retreated from his position in the bottom to the hill?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did Major Reno at that time or about that time, express to you any solicitude or uneasiness in regard to General Custer and his command?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did you at the time express anything of the kind, asking him for authority to proceed to make a diversion in that direction?

A) Not at all. I supposed General Custer was able to take care of himself.

Q) Describe Major Reno’s condition when you met him at the time you arrived there - whether cool, calm and collected, or the reverse. State fully the facts as they impressed you at the time.

A) He was about as cool as he is now. He had lost his hat in the run down below.

Q) State whether you heard any firing from the direction of General Custer’s battlefield, as it as afterward ascertained to be. If so, describe that firing and how long it continued

A) That was the firing I tried to describe I heard after my arrival there - 15 or 20 shots that seemed to have come from about the ford “B,” about the central part of the village. The village was in two divisions, and at the ford “B” was about the place where I heard the shots [coming from] and all I heard that [when the shooters] were not in sight were from that direction. I have heard, as a matter of course, officers disputing amongst themselves about hearing volleys. I heard no volleys.

Q) That firing you have just described was all you heard?

A) Yes, sir - all I heard that I did not see.

Q) State whether or not any advance was made by any part of the troops from the hill before the arrival of any part of the pack train, and what that advance was, and by whose order.

A) Captain Weir sallied out in a fit of bravado, I think without orders.

Q) About how long was that after you arrived there?

A) I did not see him when he left. It must have been half an hour, I suppose.

Q) Was it previous to the arrival of the pack train?

A) To the best of my recollection it was. I don’t recollect just the time he left.

Q) At the time you noticed him, had the train arrived?

A) I think not.

Q) Was there any movement ordered, from that position, downstream after your arrival that afternoon? If so, describe it.

A) No, sir there was no movement ordered that I know of. I went down the same direction that Captain Weir had gone, to the highest point of land, and had the troops by file on the river bluffs, and a company across at right angles from that line, on another ridge, with the intention of showing to General Custer, if he were down the river, our exact location as near as possible.

Q) There was no order given to you by Major Reno for that movement?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did you make the movement with your battalion?

A) One company of my battalion had already gone. I think the bulk of the troops followed that movement.

Q) Where was Major Reno during that time when the movement started down?

A) I don’t know whether he had gone to Lieutenant Hodgson’s body or not. They had commenced to bury the dead and pick up the wounded when I made that movement. I went there to see for myself what was going on around the whole country, that could be seen.

Q) How far was that point, to which yourself and the advance of the command arrived, from Major Reno’s position on the hill?

A) About a mile.

Q) Can you locate it on this map?

A) I suppose this figure 7 is intended for that point.

Q) State whether or not a movement could not have been made down the stream in the direction it was supposed General Custer had gone, or might be found, immediately upon your arrival there.

A) Yes, sir. It could have been made; but we would all have been there yet.

Q) Could that movement have been made there at once by the entire command as far down as you afterwards went?

A) Yes, sir; but we could have gone no further. We were driven back.

Q) How long was it after you arrived there till the balance of the command came down with Major Reno, if it did?

A) I think Major Reno got to that point about as early as I did, or very nearly [this was an outright fabrication. Reno never got to “that point” during the advance, and Benteen was well aware of that fact].

Q) Describe your movement to that point, the location of the country, and everything you saw.

A) That was my first sight of the village, after I arrived at that high point. That was the only point from which it could be seen, and I saw, as I supposed, about 1800 tepees. There was no sign of any troops, or of any fighting going on. Nothing of the kind could be seen [note the repetition for emphasis].

We had not been more than 2 or 3 minutes at that high point before the gorge was filled with Indians rushing towards us. Then we fell back to where we were corralled.

Between this bluff, at about the point “7,” and the second ridge, is a canyon-like ravine going to that ford, which is about 3 miles from that high point [here Benteen is referring to Ford “B,” he is again manipulating distances. Even from point “7” to Ford “B” is only about two miles according to the map used at the Inquiry (see Map M.7) and “7” is not the real high watermark of the advance. That is more nearly “9”]. As we fell back to where we were corralled, I was for a halting before we got there, so as to check the Indians, and to select a better place, when we had ample time, and not be rushed over by them. Major Reno thought, which was better, that we should go to the place where he first got on the hill [especially since some of the troops hadn’t got far, if at all, from that spot].

The line was formed in an irregular ellipse, with the upriver side of it knocked off - that is, there was a f1at. In that, our pack animals and horses were corralled, and the line was thrown around them in the shape of a horseshoe, one prong of the shoe extending farther than the other. The Indians surrounded us there, and kept it [firing] up pretty lively as long as they could see.

Q) Do I understand you [that] the troops were formed entirely around a circle, or was there an opening?

A) It was in the shape of a horseshoe, with one point longer than another and the short point turned in at right angles a little. The long line was my position, and Captain Moylan was at right angles partly across the ellipse.

Q) During the return of the command from that position, state, if you know, where Major Reno was, what he was doing, and what orders he gave, if any.

A) We were engaged in getting the line formed, and there was not much time to swap pocket cutlery [a fine response that answers nothing].

Q) When the line was returning, where was he? Was he back selecting a position, or was he with the troops checking the advance of the Indians?

A) I had left one company [French] on the ridge with instructions to send their horses back dismounted, and to hold that ridge at all hazards. Mind you, I was looking after things probably more than it was my business or duty to do. This company, when we got back to the place where we were corralled, had left that point, and were in the line, coming back as rapidly as were any of the others. I then sent Captain Godfrey’s company back to another hill to check the Indians till we formed, and that he was all right, that he would be looked out for, and they got in all right [this entire response is a fabrication].

Q) Where was Major Reno during that time, if you saw him?

A) He was doing the best he could, I suppose [but obviously could not favorably compare to what Benteen was claiming to have done].

Q) Did you see Major Reno there, or not?

A) I saw him there. He came back with me and talked with me. As I said, I recommended a halt in order to check those Indians, and then hunt for a better place to go afterwards.

Q) Do you know whether Major Reno gave orders for the return of the command from that advanced position?

A) I don’t know that he did. If he gave any orders, I did not hear them. There was no necessity to give any orders about that time [Reno did order the troops to fall back, through Lieutenant Hare, and did so insistently. Benteen knew this].

Q) Did he give any orders in reference to placing the troops in position where they were corralled, as you speak of, or what was being done by him, if you know?

A) The first I knew of the formation of that line was my telling Lieutenant Wallace to place his company there, pointing out the spot. He said: “I have no company. I have only 3 men” I said: “Put yourself and your three men there. I will see that you are supported.” He did so, and from that the line was formed. Major Reno might have been at the other end of the line, or in the center. After the line as pretty well formed, I saw Major Reno about the middle of the line [Reno helped form the line and Benteen was well aware of that fact. The Wallace scenario is preposterous, although Benteen constantly presented it. Wallace never mentioned any such thing, despite being asked about the fixing of the line - see Appendices 5.17 & 3.113].

Q) Give your estimate of the number of Indians that pursued or engaged that command on its return, within engaging distance.

A) I thought at that time there were about 2500 warriors surrounding us. I think now there were between 8 or 9 thousand.

Q) I refer in my question to the time the command was moving back to take position, and not to the engagement that followed.

A) I think they were all coming.

Q) This position that was taken after the advance, as I understand from your description, was near the point you first met Major Reno when you came up. Was it above, or below, or immediately at that place?

A) I think it as exactly the place where I met him.

Q) Can you give the location of the troops entirely around that horseshoe line you have described?

A) First, at the angle, was Company A. Then followed Company G, D, B, M, and K, according to my recollection.

Q) After taking position, were you assigned to any particular position on the line by Major Reno? If so, what were your orders? What I want to know is if the battalion organization still existed

A) I was not assigned to any particular part of the line. My company had position on the extreme left of the line, if it were a right line.

Q) Describe the engagement that ensued after the troops had taken the positions you have described, the length and severity of it, and any circumstances connected with it or the conduct of Major Reno pertaining to it.

A) After we formed our lines, it was about as lively a fire as you would like to stand up under. You only had to show a hat or head, or anything, to get a volley toward it.

Q) How long did that firing last?

A) Till it was too dark to see any longer.

Q) How long before dark did the fire begin? At what hour?

A) I should think it began about half past five o’clock, when we got our line finished, or maybe a little later. I think we were under fire that evening about 2 1/2 or 3 hours.

Q) What number of Indians do you estimate engaged the line in firing there? Was it the entire number you stated before, or only a portion?

A) They had little picnic parties of a regiment or two standing in the bottom looking on. There was no place to put them.

Q) I want the number of Indians you estimate engaging the command, from the severity of the firing.

A) I think a couple of thousand were around us, waiting for a place to shoot from.

Q) What position did those Indians occupy in reference to the command - whether they exposed themselves boldly, or charged the command, or secreted themselves?

A) The only thing you could see would be the flash of a gun. They came so close that they threw arrows and dirt over at us with their hands, and touched one of the dead men with a coup stick That was the next morning. That afternoon was like the second day -. we saw nothing to shoot at. We got volleys, but could not return them.

Q) State whether or not you found it necessary to give orders or instructions, or suggestions, to more than your immediate company; and, if so, what were those instructions or suggestions? And what, in your judgment, was the necessity for so doing?

A) On the night of the 25th, Major Reno was upon the hill where my company was stationed, after the firing ceased. It was about dark, and he instructed me to build breastworks. I was pretty tired, and did not think there was much necessity for building them, as I had an idea the Indians would leave us; but I sent for spades to carry out his instructions, but could get none [Benteen failed to reveal Reno’s “abandon the wounded” suggestion - assuming that such an event actually occurred].

The next morning, the fire as very much heavier than it had been the day before [and Benteen’s company suffered terrible casualties], and I had a great deal of trouble keeping my men on the line [since they were being wounded at an alarming rate – see Appendix 5.17]. I had to go down in the pack train and run them out, and take them up there; and, at one time, I took up a lot of sacks of bacon and boxes of hard bread, and pack saddles, and made a redoubt [see also Appendix 3.99]. I took about 12 or 15 skulking soldiers and packers, and took them up to that place, and turned the redoubt over to my first lieutenant, and told him that I intended to drive those Indians out of the ravine [Benteen has telescoped time here].

The redoubt was built, and turned over to my first lieutenant. I started with the men to drive the Indians out. There were only four Indians. They were right on our line, as near as I am to General Merritt. We then got water. I believe that is an answer to your question.

Q) Your movement in driving the Indians from the ravine, as I understand it, was made upon your own judgment. No order had been given you by Major Reno in regard to the matter?

A) None at all.

Q) State, if you know, where Major Reno was during that time, and what he was doing.

A) He was over where the bulk of the companies were massed, as he had an idea the afternoon before that the main attack would be made at that point. He told me that, the afternoon before.

Q) After driving the Indians from the position you have described, state if you visited, or went over on, any other part of the line.

A) I did.

Q) State what occurred there in regard to Indians, or any particular part of the engagement.

A) After driving those Indians out and securing the place I wanted to have the day before, but could not get on account of the length of the line, I sent word to Major Reno to get all the camp kettles, canteens and pots, and everything we could get, as I had secured the water [he did nothing of the sort, according to all other accounts of how the water parties came to be formed]. After getting the water [this makes it seem as if he had been directly involved which was not the case see accounts in Appendices 3.42, 3.118, & refer to B4.80 & B5.130], I went over to Major Reno, and told him that I was being annoyed very greatly by the fire. I received a cross fire from every quarter, and was entirely unprotected, save by the breastworks we threw up on the 26th; and asked him if I might drive those Indians away that were annoying me [this charge was virtually a repetition of the first. The firing that had caused the high number of casualties in Benteen’s company came from long range ridges and hills, not from any Indians close to the line in front of Reno, nor was there any meaningful number there].

Q) State what followed or what was done.

A) He said yes I could, and we did it.

Q) Were the troops who drove the Indians from that place you describe men of your own company, or from other companies?

A) None of my own company, I believe.

Q) Who gave the order for the troops which moved forward to drive the Indians from the place you spoke of last?

A) I told them to go, that was all, and I went with them.

Q) Did Major Reno go along?

A) I don’t think he did.

In order to balance Benteen ‘s continuing misconstruction of events, it is necessary to interject here testimony by Lieutenant W S. Edgerly dealing with the second charge This testimony came later in the proceedings. Edgerly was being questioned by the Recorder:

Q) At any time that morning did you observe anything about the fighting in the position Captain Benteen‘s company was in?

A) There was apparently a break in the company, and I thought the men were rushing hack to where I was. Pretty soon after that, Captain Benteen came over and stood near where I was on a high point. The bullets were flying very fast there, and I did not see why he was not riddled. He was perfectly calm. I remember there was a smile on his face. He said to Major Reno: “We have charged the Indians from our side and driven them out. They are coming to your left, and you ought to drive them out.” Major Reno said: “Can you see the Indians from there?” He said “Yes.” Major Reno said: “If you can see them, give the command to charge. “Captain Benteen said:”All right, ready boys, now charge and give them hell!”

Q) How far did the men advance?

A) Probably 40 or 50 yards.

And also from the testimony of Captain E. S. Godfrey, who was an admitted critic of Reno, also later in the Inquiry, responding to questions put by Major Reno‘s counsel:

Q) With regard to the charge made under the order of Captain Benteen, I wish you to be a little minute about it. Did Captain Benteen accompany that charge, or only give the order?

A) He gave the order.

Q) Did he not give the order to make the charge because he was in position to see the Indians and Major Reno was not, on account of the nature of the ground?

A) He was in position to see the Indians and Major Reno was not.

Q) Did Lieutenant Edgerly accompany that charge?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did not Major Reno accompany that charge?

A) I think he did.

Q) In point of fact, that was one of the acts you saw Major Reno do?

A) Yes, sir.

And Lieutenant George Wallace also testified later, when recalled, in response to Major Reno‘s counsel:

Q) State if you heard Captain Benteen come to Major Reno and consult with him in regard to giving orders. If so, when? - and under what circumstances?

A) On the 26th, I heard something, I don’t remember just what, passed between them, about making a charge on some Indians on our side of the line. That was the east side. I can’t give the exact words; but he [Reno] told him [Benteen] he could make the charge, or something to that effect, and the charge was made soon after.

The examination of Benteen by the Recorder now continues:

Q) State whether the conduct and example of Major Reno as commanding officer was such as tended to inspire the men of the command with courage, coolness and confidence, or the reverse, describing his conduct fully as it came under your observation during the engagement.

A) I think it was all right, sir.

Q) State what time it was, or how long after dark, that Major Reno came to the place you have mentioned, and gave instructions about the breastworks.

A) I saw Major Reno probably every 15 minutes or half an hour during those two days.

Q) And during the night of the 25th also?

A) During that night, I was with him nearly the whole time.

Q) If you have not already done so, describe, as far as you can, the preparations made by the entire command that night to resist the Indians.

A) I succeeded in getting the spades probably about 12 o’clock on the 26th, and threw up breastworks and threw up, I think, three redoubts. They were very anxious to secure those spades during the whole time I had them. They had scraped little holes in the ground, principally on their side of the line. I don’t remember having seen a good breastwork there, though they may have been there. I did not examine the ground all over. I paid no attention to it, from the fact I had enough to look after my own line [it is amazing how successful Benteen was in presenting skewed or outright false testimony to the court without being at all challenged. His company’s casualties on the 26th were considerably higher than all the rest of the command put together, because it was he, not the others, who failed to put up breastworks on the night of the 25th].

Q) Those redoubts you speak of, were they in reference to your own company, or to all parts of the line?

A) It was to my own company.

Q) Go back to the time when you joined Major Reno on the hill that day, and state how long the 900 Indians, or the number you have stated as being in the bottom, remained in their position on the bottom, as far as observed by you, and whether continuously, or did they leave and return after a while?

A) I think they remained but a short time. How long I don’t know - but not longer than half or three-quarters of an hour.

Q) After leaving there, did they immediately engage Major Reno’s command, or go elsewhere?

A) I don’t think they thought they had enough just there to do that.

Q) In what direction, from all the circumstances there, must those Indians have gone? Towards the village, or up the river?

A)I suppose they went down the river, as their village was down the river.

Q) At the time you reached Major Reno’s position on the hill, and from what you saw before you moved down the stream, state whether the pack train was in any special danger from an attack by the Indians.

A) Had any attempt been made to go back after the pack train by the Indians, I had the right line, and they had the arc end. They would have to go on the arc. I could get there faster than they could [this is hogwash and totally self-serving. Benteen had been ordered to bring the packs and had not done so. He could not admit that he had left them in any sort of danger].

Q) How many men did Captain McDougall have with him [as] his effective force, including the detail from the companies?

A) I think he had 45 men of his own company. He had 84 men from the 12 companies, and the packers.

Q) State whether or not you heard Major Reno say anything in regard to the ammunition, or being out of ammunition, upon your arrival on the hill, and any necessity for hurrying up the pack train on that account.

A) I don’t remember that he said anything about it. I know he sent Lieutenant Hare back to hurry it up. I have heard Lieutenant Hare speak of it.

Q) State, if you know, either from what Major Reno said, or any circumstance within your knowledge what was his effective force when you reached him on the hill.

A) I don’t know. He did not say anything about it.

Q) Could you judge, or tell from what was afterwards known by you?

A) I judge he had about 75 or 80 men [this number is somewhat low - see Appendix 5.17].

Q) State whether or not it would have been practicable for you to have joined Major Reno’s command in the timber, at the place where he engaged the Indians giving in full your reasons.

A) I could have tried, sir.

Q) Would not your line of march, as being taken, have crossed at the ford and taken you over this same ground that he had gone over?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State whether or not, in the event you succeeded in joining Major Reno, the pack train would have been in any imminent or great danger.

A) I should not have attempted it without first getting the pack train.

Q) State, in your opinion, whether, with the pack train and your battalion, it would have been practicable to have joined Major Reno in the timber, if he had remained there, from the circumstances as known by you then, or as developed afterwards.

A) If I understand it [the question], my losses would have been very much greater than they were as it resulted.

Q) Do you mean the entire loss to the command?

A) The entire loss to the seven companies. In a word, I mean to say that what we did was the best that could be done. That if I had to go over it again today, I would go over the same trail, that is, I could not improve it.

Q) State whether or not you examined the position that was occupied by Major Reno’s command in the timber at or about that time.

A) I did not see it at all, only from the heights, till the 28th of June. We then bivouacked there, in that timber, for about three hours.

Q) How far was that position from the place where the hostile village had been?

A) The beginning of the village was about six or seven or eight hundred yards from there.

Q) Describe that position as a defensible one for a command of 120 men.

A) I think it was a number one defensible position from my knowledge of it now.

Q) State, in your opinion whether or not 100 men with an average of 60 rounds of ammunition per man could have held that position any considerable length of time.

A) They could have held it 5 or 6 hours, depending altogether upon the number of the attacking force.

Q) From the character of the enemy they were engaging at the time, and the manner in which Indians usually fight, say those 900 there.

A) They might have been reinforced by 900 more in a short time, and early the next morning they would all have been killed.

Q) That is if the command remained there without reinforcements or assistance?

A) I think so.

Q) In the event that you had joined the command with the pack train, with axes and other implements, could not that place have been made as defensible as the position Major Reno retreated to on the hill?

A) More so, sir.

Q) Were there axes or anything with which to fortify, or any spades or hatchets?

A) There were a very few axes. There were five spades, I think.

Q) There were some axes?

A) I have no doubt there were some.

Q) Was that position which Major Rena had occupied in the bottom one which would threaten the village, so as to hold a large force between him and the village?

A) The village was probably, to the best of my recollection, 6 or 700 yards below that. I did not examine that place to see if there were any wickiups in that point of timber or not. There might have been plenty of those there - of that I know nothing.

Q) Then, as to threatening the village, or being in such close proximity as to hold a large force there, could you express an opinion?

A) I don’t think it would threaten it much, as they could pull down their tepees and take them away [there is some evidence that this was indeed done, or at least started]. If they were very much annoyed, they could take them away.

Q) What is your opinion as to what force they would hold between that and the village, to protect their families?

A) I think the Indians thought they had a pretty good thing. I can’t give any answer to that question.

Q) With the position in the timber, with 8 or 900 Indians in the bottom, and being within 6 or 700 yards of the village, was it [the command] in such a position as would hold an immense force of Indians between that force and their families, in order to prevent a sudden charge towards the village?

A) Yes, sir; and I think they had enough there to do it.

Q) You think it would have a tendency to hold a force there, and they had that force there to do it?

A) I think the 8 or 900 Indians was a very small proportion of what they had there.

Q) State whether or not, in the event you had succeeded in joining Major Reno in the timber, would the position have been so threatening to the village that it would have contributed to the success or safety of General Custer, in attempting to attack lower down?

A) It would not have made a particle of difference.

Q) Do I understand the result would have been substantially the same with his command?

A) Those 7 companies, with the pack train, would have been as completely corralled as they were on the hill. General Custer would have had to look out for himself, the same as he did – and how he did, you know [a little gratuitous slur].

Q) State whether, in your opinion, the abandoning or leaving that position by Major Reno did not enable the Indians that were confronting or surrounding him there to go back and attack, or join in the attack upon, General Custer’s column.

A) Doubtless it did. I don’t think they had any use for them down there though.

Q) Go back to the hill, and state about what time on the morning of the 26th the engagement was renewed by the Indians.

A) At early daylight, about half past three o’clock.

Q) What is your estimate of the number of Indians who began the attack that morning?

A) I think they stayed there all night, and, as I said before, there were picnic parties of regiments ready and waiting to take the places of others. My belief was then, as it is now, that there was not a foot of unoccupied ground in that country. There were Indians everywhere.

Q) Within what radius do you estimate they so occupied the ground?

A) From 12 feet to 1200 yards.

Q) State whether you examined the route General Custer had taken, or was supposed to have taken, on the right bank of the river.

A) I did; but I think now I was mistaken. The route I supposed he had gone to that ford was down a canyon-like ravine or coulee. But I think now that he went around to the right of the second divide, and did not go to the ford “B” at all.

Q) Did you examine what was supposed at that time to have been his trail?

A) On the morning of General Terry’s arrival, I asked for permission to saddle up my company and go over to the battlefield of General Custer [Benteen was ordered to go, by Terry, after expressing doubts that Custer was actually over there dead, and not “down on the Big Horn, watering his horses” –refer to B4.170. Benteen’s company at the time numbered about 14 men. A few other officers accompanied him – see Appendices 3.18, 3.70 & refer to B4.80]. I did so, and followed down the gorge, thinking that was the route taken by General Custer on the 25th of June. Now I am satisfied that was not his route, but it was all cut up by horse tracks and pony tracks, so that it could not be told from any others’ trail. That was the same gorge the Indians rushed up when we arrived almost opposite to it, when we made our advance down the river. That gorge was 50 to 60 or probably 100 yards wide. The bottom was irregular, and cut up with ravines.

Q) How near do you think he came to the point “B?”

A) The nearest body that was found was about 6 or 800 yards from there.

Q) Did you go over his field of battle?

A) I did.

Q) Give a description of it, as far as it came under your observation, following as near as you can the supposed route of General Custer.

A) I went over it carefully, with a view to determine in my own mind, how the fight was fought. I arrived at the conclusion then, as I have now, that it was a rout, a panic, till the last man was killed - that there was no line formed. There was no line on the battlefield. You can take a handful of corn and scatter it over the floor, and make just such lines. There were none [Benteen is often taken to task for sneering at Custer in this testimony, which he probably was doing. However his descriptions are not at all inaccurate, when the field is viewed from the ground. It is only from a study of maps and aerial photographs that any sense of order can be seen – and that only of a minimum nature. Benteen was giving his opinions less than three years after the fights, and did not have the benefit of prolonged study, or reference to substantial numbers of participant Indian accounts. He had no way of even reasonably guessing what Custer did or where Custer went. All he saw was bodies strewn all over, in no apparent order].

The only approach to a line was there were 5 or 6 horses at equal distances, like skirmishers. Ahead of those 5 or 6 horses were 5 or 6 men, at about the same distances, showing that the horses were killed, and the riders jumped off and were all heading to get where General Custer was [or that they had dismounted and made a stand - it is both difficult and dangerous to try to draw other than general conclusions from body positions]. That was the only approach to a line on the field [others would testify differently]. There were more than 20 killed there to the right. There were 4 or 5 at one place, all within the space of 20 or 30 yards [it is impossible to know what portion of the field Benteen is describing]. That was the condition all over the field, and in the [word illegible].

Q) On the point of knolls, were there no evidences of the main body of men making a stand?

A) Only where General Custer was.

Q) Did you examine the position where Captain Calhoun’s body was found?

A) Those were the 5 or 6 horses and men I spoke of. Those were of his company. I buried that company.

Q) Now, with reference to the point where General body was found, taking it from there towards the river, were any bodies found in a ravine towards the river from there?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) How near the river were the bodies found?

A) Probably within 50 to 75 yards [if this is a reference to Deep Ravine, which it seems to be, Benteen puts the bodies considerably closer to the river than anyone else].

Q) State how many bodies were found there.

A) If I am not mistaken, there were 22. They could not shoot out of the ravine, and they certainly did not go into it to shoot out of it [see Benteen’s map of the battlefield].

Q) Had the men been killed down in the ravine, or at the edge of it?

A) Those men were killed, as I believe, by the Indians with stones and clubs in that ravine. They were unarmed. I think they were wounded men. The men had gone into the ravine, as the Indians say, possibly to hide [this does not agree with Indian accounts of the men who ran toward or into Deep Ravine. I can find no other accounts however, either white or Indian, that mention any significant number of wounded men killed in a ravine].

Q) Did the bodies of those men give any indication of what they had been killed with?

A) I did not examine them at all. I rode along the ravine, and looked down. The bodies had been counted by others. I made no personal examination of them.

Q) Was there a ford there at the mouth of that ravine, crossing to the village?

A) I could cross that river almost anywhere.

Q) Was there an Indian trail leading across there with the appearance of having been used by the Indians as a crossing?

A) There was a trail, I think probably a hundred yards or so above that ravine. I crossed and re-crossed that river at so many places that I am of the opinion you could cross it most anywhere.

Q) I understand, in your opinion, the route General Custer had taken is not properly indicated on the map?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Had you not until recently been of the opinion that it was properly indicated?

A) Yes, sir; but I never could account for the fact that there were no dead bodies at that ford [“B”]. If he had gone down to the river and been attacked there, there must have been some horses and men killed there, but there were none.

There was a white horse [indicating a trumpeter, perhaps] a little distance below that ford, which I killed myself on the 28th, to put him out of his misery. He was wounded, lying in a pool of mud and water. Immediately alongside of that horse were the trousers of an enlisted man, hanging over a bough that protruded from a dead stump.

Q) State, if you can, how near General Custer came to that ford “B’ in passing down.

A) I don’t think he came within three furlongs [660 yards].

Q) Did you find many dead horses on the field?

A) I counted seventy.

Q) Were they the horses of the 7th cavalry?

A) They were the horses of those 5 companies, and there were the bodies of two Indian ponies there.

Q) Were there any evidences, to your mind, on visiting that field, that at any time during the fight there the horses had been turned loose so as to have every man available for resistance?

A) I think in all probability that was done, each man turning his horse loose without any order.

Q) Do you think there could have been no orders given as to the security and safety of the command by the officers, so as to have every man available for- resistance?

A) I think there might have been a great many commands given; but I think very few were obeyed. I think they were panic-stricken. It was a rout, as I said before.

Q) Did you go over the ground occupied by the hostile village?

A) Only partially. When I went over it, it was in the night, and I did not go through but a small part of it in the daytime.

Q) Could you form any estimate from that as to its size and extent, or as to the ground it covered?

A) The only estimate I formed of its size was from what I saw from the highest point of land on the opposite side of the river, and that was that it was a village between 3 and 4 miles long.

Q) What number of warriors do you estimate to a lodge, taking your estimate of the number of lodges as a basis?

A) It is different. Sometimes there are 4, sometimes 5, and sometimes, I believe, as high as 7 warriors to a lodge. Those affairs are always irregular, according to the strength of a family - the same with Indians as with white people.

Q) In reference to that particular village, you gave your estimate that it contained 1800 lodges?

A) You can have it 4 or 5 or 6 or 7.

Q) You think it ranges from 4 to 7?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did you see that village move away on the 26th of June?

A) I did.

Q) What time of day, with respect to sunset?

A) They commenced moving about sunset, and they were in sight till darkness came.

Q) What was the size of that village, and how far away did you see it?

A) It was in a straight line about 3 miles, and I think it was at least 3 miles long and half a mile wide, as densely packed as animals could be. They had an advance guard and platoons formed, and were in as regular a military order, as any corps or division.

Q) Did that appear to be the entire village?

A) It was the entire village.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) How long have you been a soldier?

A) Since the first day of September l86l.

Q) State whether at any time during those engagements which have been here considered, you saw any evidences of cowardice on the part of Major Reno.

A) None whatever.

Q) State whether at any time during those different engagements you found it necessary to caution him with reference to the exposure of his person.

A) I did, one time.

Q) When was that, and under what circumstances?

A) It was after water had been secured and, at the time in question, I was engaged in throwing up rifle pits [Benteen is either mistaken as to the time, or else dissembling. The fighting had almost completely stopped by the time water had been obtained and the rifle pits had been crafted earlier in the day].

Q) Where was Major Reno, and why did you caution him?

A) I cautioned him to be careful how he was standing around there in front of that point, as there were volleys coming there constantly.

Q) Was the firing light or heavy?

A) The firing was irregular.

Q) I refer to that particular time.

A) At that particular time, I don’t think it was very heavy.

Q) Go back to the time you received the order from General Custer to separate yourself from the command, and state whether there was an order given to you to unite at any time with Major Reno’s column.

A) Neither with Major Reno nor with anyone else [from Benteen’s official report, dated 4 July 1876: “…I determined to carry out the other instructions, which were that if in my judgment there was nothing to be seen of Indians, Valleys &c, in the direction I was going, to return with the battalion to the trail the command was following…” and Gibson’s letter of 4 July 1876:.. “to see if the Indians were trying to escape up the valley of the Little Big Horn, after which we were to hurry and rejoin the command as quickly as possible…”].

Q) State whether it was any part of the plan which you were pursuing that there should be any union between yourself and Major Reno.

A) There was no plan at all.

Q) What were your orders? 
A) Valley hunting ad infinitum.

Q) State for what reason you returned from the direction you had been sent.

A) Because I thought I would be needed at the ridge [Benteen had no knowledge of any ridge or any need when he turned back to the right].

Q) You acted on your own judgment in returning to the point where you met Major Reno?

A) Entirely [he was responding to Custer’s order through Martin].

Q) How far were you separated from Major Reno at the time you reached the greatest distance in the direction you were moving?

A) Possibly 15 miles [although it is difficult to be exact when determining relative positions, it is clear that Benteen was never more than about five miles from Reno’s command, except perhaps when Reno charged down the valley, when the distance grew to between six and seven miles. The common misconception, fostered by Benteen’s testimony, is that Benteen was moving away from Custer and Reno, when for the most part he was moving virtually parallel to them].

Q) With what rapidity did Trumpeter Martin come with the order you have given in evidence?

A) Not rapidly - at a jog trot. [Martin’s horse had been wounded, which fact Benteen pointed out to Martin].

Q) And told you the Indians were fleeing?

A) Skeddadling [Martin’s testimony: “Captain Benteen asked me where General Custer was. I said I supposed he had made a charge through the village, and that was all I said”].

Q) State at what gait you advanced to the place where you saw Major Reno, and from that to the point where you joined him.

A) I moved at a trot from that point till I joined Major Reno

Q) State at what gait the last miles were.

A) It was a trot all the way through, from the time I left General Custer till I met Major Reno, except the time it took to water the horses [this is an outright fabrication, countered by testimony and other evidence from every other person who expounded on this point. Some of them were very critical of Benteen’s slowness [e.g. see Appendices 3.19/20/21, 3.36, 3.37/38 & 3.80].

Q) You fixed the number of Indians about Major Reno at 900 to 1000?

A) About 900, I think.

Q) State whether in any arrangement or plan that Major Reno would adopt for the defense in the timber, it would not be necessary for him to know that you were to join him, or had been so ordered, before he could place any dependence upon that fact.

A) I should think so, as a matter of course.

Q) Then if he had not been informed that you would join him, and did not know you were ordered to do so, would he have been justified in expecting you to do so?

A) Certainly not.

Q) At the time he as in the timber, were you firing?

A) I don’t know when he was in the timber [since Benteen did no firing before he joined Weir’s advance and perhaps not even then, this question is rather ridiculous].

Q) At the time you saw the skirmish line at the edge of the timber [Benteen did not say it as at the edge of the timber, and in fact was speaking of the men left behind on the bottom], were you firing or not?

A) No, sir. They were too far away from me.

Q) Where was the pack train at that time?

A) I judge about 7 miles back. It was out of sight, at any rate [If Benteen was at the ford, as he said he was, the packs could have been 100 yards behind and been out of sight. In fact, the pack train was about two and a half miles behind].

Q) Between Major Reno and your column and the pack train there was a river?

A) When I saw Major Reno, he was on the same side of the river as I was.

Q) At the time you saw them skirmishing at the timber, the river was between your column and his, and between him and the pack train?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) About how far from the ford “A” did you receive your order from Lieutenant Cooke?

A) About two miles

Q) How far from the ford “A” did you receive your first orders from General Custer?

A) Having gone to the left and come back again, it is hard to say. I suppose it was about 15 miles in a straight line [it was about twelve miles, by the trail].

Q) About how far from that tepee, where you found the dead warrior, was it, where General Custer gave you the order to diverge with your battalion?

A) About eleven miles [it was closer to eight].

Q) How soon did you pass from the sight of the column after you received your orders?

A) Probably three-quarters of an hour.

Q) How far toward the tepee do you suppose the column had advanced when you lost sight of it?

A) The only company I saw was the Gray Horse Company, and they were on a fast gallop. They could have gone down there in an hour and three-quarters or two hours at the farthest [see Chapters 2 & 3 for actual times and distances].

Q) In reference to the distance, how far do you suppose the command of General Custer was from the tepee at the time you lost sight of the column?

A) I could not tell. It might have been 5 or 6 miles, or more.

Q) You were not in sight at the time the column reached the tepee?

A) I could not see the column, and I think it was impossible for them to see me.

Q) Was any order afterwards sent to you to join Major Reno, or to assist him?

A) Never.

Q) The order sent to you was to join General Custer and assist him?

A) By Trumpeter Martin was the only one I got [note that Benteen cannot even give a straight answer to this very simple question].

Q) Do you know what was the size of Major Reno’s command?

A) When I left, I did not know he had one.

Q) The division had not been made into battalions for Major Reno?

A) No, sir. I don’t think he knew it at the time I left. When I passed, he asked me where I was going. I said I was going to the left with instruction to pitch into anything I came across.

Q) The next you saw of Major Reno was on the hill?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) After he returned from the timber?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Do you know whether Major Reno replenished his ammunition from the pack train?

A) I think so. I did not see it; but I heard he did.

Q) How far down the river was the furthest point reached by any company under Major Reno?

A) About a half mile below that highest point.

Q) State what efforts, if any, that command made to inform General Custer or his command of your position by planting guidons or flags, or anything of that kind.

A) The troops were by file on a line of river bluffs, and, as I have stated, another company was formed at right angles on another ridge. I planted a guidon at the highest point that looked over that country. Some of the officers say that the battlefield was in sight; but I know positively that it was not, having gone over it two or three times since [Benteen is mistaken. The battlefield was certainly in sight to many officers, including Godfrey and Edgerly, who testified to that fact. There were good reasons, of course, for denying that the field was in view, even though he knew the opposite].

Q) State whether, at that highest point, you saw any evidence of fighting, or heard the sounds of any firing.

A) I saw no such evidence, nor heard any firing.

Q) What was the purpose of placing the guidon on that high point?

A) To present an object to attract the attention of General Custer’s command, if it was in sight.

Q) Then in your opinion his command was then alive? 
A) I thought so.

Q) As far as your knowledge extends, did anyone in that command imagine, till General Terry came up, that General Custer and his command were not alive?

A) Not a soul, sir.

Q) Had there been any reason in military history, as far as you know, for expecting the destruction of a command as large as that and equipped as they were?

A) In my mind there had been.

Q) Where? 
A) At the Battle of the Washita.

Q) Except that, was there anything to lead Major Reno’s command to expect the entire destruction of General Custer’s command.

A) Not that I know of.

Q) Was not the first intimation of the fate of General Custer’s column received when General Terry came up the second day after?

A) That was the first we heard [note again the failure to give a simple ‘yes.’ Instead, Benteen says that was the first they heard, leaving open the question of what might have been seen].

Q) Up to that time, you were entirely ignorant of his fate?

A) Wholly so.

Q) When Major Reno came on the top of the hill, he said he did not know where General Custer was, did he not?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did you examine that point in the river marked “B?” 
A) Several times.

Q) Does it present any obstacles to crossing?

A) It was badly cut up with buffalo tracks and pony tracks, and on the western bank it was a little boggy and quicksand.

Q) State if the command could not have used it for a crossing. 
A) Certainly.

Q) Was it not as easy for that purpose as the point “A” where Major Reno crossed?

A) Quite as good, I think, though I did not attempt to cross at the ford “A,” and do not know how the crossing was there.

Q) On which side of the river was that white horse you killed?

A) He was on the right bank.

Q) State if a commanding officer in the position in which Major Reno found himself, having just retired, with only a few minutes time to make preparations to meet the advancing Indians, with no time to make plans before they do have to be received by his command - state whether, under circumstances of that kind, Major Reno was not necessarily compelled to look largely for assistance and counsel, and to entrust largely the giving of orders to the company officers who assisted him.

A) As a matter of course, sir.

Q) Was it possible, under the firing such as you there experienced, with the short amount of time at your disposal to make preparations to meet the attack of the Indians, for Major Reno to give all the orders?

A) It was impossible.

Q) Was he not compelled to rely largely upon the discretion and judgment of his brother officers, and entrust very much of the management of the action to them?

A) I think so.

Q) Then the kind of defense he was compelled there to make was conducted according to different rules than a defense behind artificial entrenchments?

A) The reasoning would be the same.

Q) State with regard to the length of time you heard firing from the direction of General Custer’s battlefield, as it was afterwards determined to be.

A) I heard none.

Q) Did you at any time, from hearing firing, have any intimation whatever that any engagement was taking place at any point lower down the river?

A) I did not.

Q) From your examination of the country where you found the bodies, and from the position in which the bodies were found, and from your estimate of the number of Indians you saw in and around that country, what, in your opinion, was the length of the struggle that General Custer’s command made?

A) I can scarcely form an idea of that. It might have been 15 minutes or half an hour or an hour [or any other period of time].

Q) Do you think it was the latter time?

A) Not more than that.

Q) According to your judgment, would it not have been considerably under that time?

A) If I were guessing [as he was], I should say about an hour.

Q) When the command returned from the advance down the stream, was it driven back by Indians?

A) Yes, sir [this is only partly true – see Chapter 6].

Q) Would it have been possible, in your judgment, to have had any communication with General Custer that night, even if anybody had known where he was?

A) It might have been attempted. I don’t think it could have been made.

Q) The village was about 6 or 700 yards from the timber where Major Reno was?

A) I think about that, and as I said, a part of the village may have been in that timber, and I not know it.

Q) State if Major Reno was threatening the Indians, or the Indians threatening Major Reno

A) Decidedly the latter way.

Q) The firing during the evening of the 25th and the morning of the 26th was very severe, was it not?

A) Pretty hot.

Q) Was not the duty of each company officer, and the men of each company, so plain that constant and general orders from Major Reno were unnecessary?

A) I think so. We had nothing to do but hold our own.

Q) How far behind you was the pack train, when you reached the top of the hill where Major Reno was?

A) It was out of sight. I don’t know how far. I think at least 7 miles [see previous comment on this point].

Q) Major Reno sent back word by Lieutenant Hare to hurry it up?

A) Not immediately. When it came in sight, he sent him back.

Q) How long before you were sent to the left was it that General Custer said he did not believe there were any Indians in that country?

A) We had marched 8 or 10 miles.

Q) What time in the morning, if it was in the morning, and what day was it?

A) The 25th of June. It was after 12 o’clock when I started off, by Lieutenant Wallace’s watch. I had a watch, which was wound, but I did not look at it the whole day, or the next, though I wound it on the night of the 25th [this is extraordinary].

Q) What time that day was it that General Custer said, when the officers were together, that he did not believe the report about the presence of Indians?

A) About 10 o’clock.

Q) What conversation, if any, did you hear on the part of the officers of the command on the night of the 25th. or the day of the 26th, as indication of any knowledge of where General Custer was?

A) It was the belief of the officers on the hill that General Custer had gone to General Terry, and we were abandoned to our fate [if indeed that was the general feeling, it is safe to bet that the “abandoned to our fate” part of it was encouraged by Benteen. One wonders why Benteen was allowed to testify as to the “general feeling” among officers who were available, or could be made available, to testify to their own feelings on this subject].

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) Did not Major Reno know that you had gone to the left with your column, in the direction you have described?

A) He did; but he did not know what orders I had.

Q) State whether it is customary for a commanding officer, in sending off any part of his command in detachments for any special purpose, to communicate with the other officers of the command the purpose for which that detachment of command was sent

A) If those commands are to cooperate, I should think it was very important.

Q) Had Major Reno at that time been assigned to any particular command, to your knowledge?

A) Not that I know of.

Q) Then it would not, as I understand, then, from your testimony, be necessary that he should be then informed what orders were given to you, not being himself placed in command of a separate detachment?

A) I don’t know that it would.

Q) As you had proceeded to the left and Major Reno kept straight ahead, would he not know that you were still to his left and rear, and would doubtless be following the same trail when you joined it? Would he have any reason to believe the contrary?

A) No, nor would he have any reason to believe that. I scarcely knew what I had to do; and how could Major Reno have known? As I said, I was valley hunting.

Q) What I was trying to get at was, from the route taken by the different columns, and the route taken by your own, whether or not Major Reno would expect assistance to come in ultimately the same way.

A) He had no right to expect any assistance whatever from me.

Q) State how that is the case.

A) If there had been any plan of battle, enough of that plan would have been communicated to me so that I would have known what to do under certain circumstances. Not having done that, I do not believe there was any plan. In General Custer’s mind there was a belief that there were no Indians nor any village [then why was Custer advancing toward the Little Horn? Benteen’s instructions were explicit, and would have brought him to Custer for further orders, as circumstances developed. In this respect, Benteen knew all he had to know. This is not to suggest however, that there was a plan for Benteen to assist Reno].

Q) Would there be necessity for a plan of battle, not knowing where they were?

A) I do not know. I was sent off to hunt up some Indians.

Q) Was it not true, from the nature of your instructions, that you were going to the left, and if you found any Indians to drive them down that way?

A) I was to pitch into them and let him know, and then I expected him to come back to me. And if I had found them, the distance would have been so great that we would have been wiped out before he could get to us [this assertion is nonsense, as a reference to the maps will attest. Benteen was never more than about three miles from Custer’s column on the advance toward the Little Horn. Benteen also assumes that if he did see, or meet, any Indians, they would have been in strength sufficient to wipe him out, which is a rather large assumption, considering that he had already stated that he didn’t think the Indians would have gone over such country].

Q) Were not the general features of the country such that you would naturally have to bear to the right as you did?

A) No, sir. I could have gone in as straight a line as the country would admit, all the way to Fort Benton on that line [he could have gone to Seattle, had he wanted to. In point of fact, the nature of the country was precisely what nudged him to the right all the time he was on his left oblique – see Appendices 3.37/38].

Q) How long would it have taken you to have joined Major Reno’s command and brought the pack train with you, from the time you were in the vicinity of that crossing?

A) From where I received orders to bring the packs, I suppose I would have to wait an hour and a quarter for them to come up. I certainly would not have expedited the matter by going back for them, as a sergeant had already been sent for them.

Q) What was the distance from there to Major Reno’s command?

A) From the tepee to Ford “A” was about four miles and a half, and from Ford “A” to where Major Reno was, was about two miles [see map M.7].

Q) Where would you have made your halt?

A) Just where I was, about halfway from the tepee to ford “A.”

Q) Had Major Reno remained in his position, would not the sound of his firing have directed you on your line of march, without any special or specific instructions?

A) I did not hear any firing till I got right at the ford “A,” and then I saw and heard it, both. There were at least 900 Indians there, engaged in demolishing about 13 men, as I thought, on the skirmish line.

Q) What appeared to be a skirmish line?

A) It was. They were separated at intervals, were not together, and the Indians were charging and recharging through them.

Q) Was that before or after or during Major Reno’s retreat, if you know or can form any judgment?

A) I suppose they had retreated, and those were what were left and could not get their horses, or they would have been with the command.

Q) Describe that guidon you spoke of and how far it could be seen.

A) It could not be seen as far as the horses [could be seen]. It might attract attention by its fluttering or by the point of brass on the end, though the horses would be more noticeable objects than the guidon.

Q) Do you know what were the casualties in the command at the time it started down the river and before it started on its return?

A) I don’t know how many. There were 6 or 8 or 10 wounded. There were no accessions to them just then. There were after [there were thirteen men wounded during the retreat. Not all of them were unfit for duty – see Appendix 5.17].

Q) In moving down and back, were there any additional casualties?

A) I know of none, except by hearsay. I heard that one of Captain Weir’s men was killed and left there [Vincent Charlie was wounded and left behind (see Appendices 5.17 & 2.10, 3.19/20)].

Q) Can you he certain that the officers’ call by orderly, as you have testified, was not made before ten o’clock on the morning of the 25th of June?

A) I don’t think it was before ten o’clock. I think it was about ten [in fact it was at almost eleven - see maps and itineraries].

Q) State if there was anything passed between yourself and General Custer, other than you have stated. If so, what?

A) I think you’re a little mixed on that. I think you have reference to officers’ call on the 22nd of June.

Q) I am referring to officers’ call by orderly on the morning of the 25th, concerning which you have testified already.

A) The only thing he said to me that I have not stated: “Colonel, you have the advance.”

Q) How many orders did you receive from General Custer on leaving the column that day?

A) Three, including the one received at the hands of Trumpeter Martin one through the chief trumpeter, one through the sergeant major, and the written order by Trumpeter Martin.

Q) Were those frequent orders evidence to your mind that General Custer expected you to join or cooperate in any attack on the hostile village, if found?

A) Not at all, The orders through the chief trumpeter and sergeant major were some things he forgot to tell me when he started off, as the column was then in plain sight of me.

Q) Was the order you received from General Custer, to send him word if you found anything, an indication at the time he gave the order that he did not know the exact location of the hostile village?

A) He did not believe there was a village there, according to my belief.

Q) Was or was not the order evidence to your mind that whichever command found the Indians or the hostile vi1lage, the entire command was, as far as practicable, to cooperate in engaging or attacking the Indians?

A) As a matter of course.

Q) When the two columns such as yours and General Custer’s are in quest of Indians, would it not be the duty of the one which found the Indians to notify the other?

A) Certainly.

Q) Did you not receive such notification from General Custer at the hands of Trumpeter Martin?

A) I received an order to “Come on, be quick, big village, bring packs, bring packs.” He then had found [the village]. I wish to say before [I received] that order, that I believe that General Custer and his whole command were dead [this is both gratuitous and self-serving. Benteen seems to have thought that the Recorder was going to go after him, for not obeying that order, and wanted to get in the first shot. Martin testified that it took him about three-quarters of an hour to reach Benteen. Custer and his whole command were not dead when Benteen received the order].

Q) State at what time of the day, if you had any means of knowing, you received that order from General Custer.

A) It was about three o’clock [Benteen had earlier testified that he never consulted his watch at any time during the 25th and 26th of June. It was actually almost exactly four o’clock when Martin handed him the message, otherwise one must conclude that it took Benteen over an hour to cover the two miles to Reno Hill. It is likely that this was an estimated time from the position of the sun - see maps and itineraries].

Q) From the tenor of the order you received, was it, or was it not, manifest that General Custer expected you would be found on the trail, within communicating distance of the pack train?

A) It was not evident to me, for it was evident to me that he could not have expected any such thing, from the orders I started out with [Benteen sticks to his guns, although it is evident that Custer expected exactly what the Recorder stated, else why would Cooke have told Martin to go back over their trail? And why would Custer have ordered Benteen to bring the packs, had he not expected it would be relatively easy to do so? He obviously wanted Benteen in a hurry, so he must have known where he would be and that it would not unduly hinder him to bring the packs]. He could not have possibly known where to have found me, according to my belief, within 10 or 15 miles. My going back there was providential, or accidental, or whatever you may be pleased to term it.

Q) From the order sent to you at that time to be quick and bring the packs, was it not manifest that he expected you would be within communicating distance of the pack train?

A) I suppose he had found what he had sent me out to find, as you premise, and wanted me as quickly as possible, and I got there as quickly as I could. I could not possibly tell what he may have thought. If it is a guess, I can guess; but how close I will be, I don’t know.

Q) Have you no opinion to express on the matter?

A) I have none, other than I have told.

Q) Was there anything in the orders from General Custer, when you separated from his column, or after, that induced you to believe that you were not to join or come up with the column in the event that you found no Indians?

A) I don’t think General Custer would have told me that. He would have known I would come up.

Q) State whether any reasonable construction of the orders you did receive would be that you were to go “valley hunting ad infinitum” with reference to your separation from his column.

A) I might have gone on 20 miles in a straight line without finding a valley [this is utter nonsense. There were three small river valleys on his line of march, one of which he turned down to reach Ash Creek, before he would have come to the Little Horn itself - about two miles beyond the last of these]. Still, I was to go to the first valley, and if I did not find any Indians there, I was to go to the next valley.

Q) Would that be a reasonable interpretation of that order?

A) Those were the exact orders. No interpretation at all. I at least had to go to the second valley. I don’t know what stream is next west of that.

Q) In answer to a question by Major Reno as to what were your orders, you stated “valley hunting ad infinitum.” Do you mean that was the order, or the conclusion of your own mind?

A) That is the way I would like to have it. That is the way I understood it. I understood it as rather a senseless order. We were on the main trail of the Indians. There were plenty of them on that trail. We had passed through immense villages the preceding days, and it was scarcely worthwhile hunting up any more. We knew there were eight or ten thousand Indians on the trail we were on.

Q) Do you mean Indians, or warriors?

A) General Crook had fought these Indians seven days before we did, and he saw enough to let them alone. He had a larger force than we had. He remained from the 17th of June to the 15th of August waiting for reinforcements, and did not think it prudent to go after those Indians. I know there was a large force, and knew it at the time. Why I was sent to the left, I don’t know. It was not my business to reason why, but I went.

Q) Were those facts which you state known at the time?

A) Not about General Crook’s fight. We could see the trail.

Q) Please repeat the order which General Custer gave you when you left with your column to go to the left.

A) He told me, pointing to a line of bluffs, to go to that line of bluffs, or at first to send an officer with five or six men to ride rapidly to that line of bluffs. I was to follow with the battalion - he was simply the advance guard, and if I came across anything before I got to that line of bluffs to pitch into them and send word back to him at once. Then an order came to me by the chief trumpeter that if I found nothing at the first line of bluffs to go to the second line, and, I supposed, to carry out the pitching-in business, and the reporting to him. Then the sergeant major brought the order about valley hunting, to go to the first valley, and if there were no Indians in the first valley, to go the second valley. I supposed the “reporting” and pitching-in” were sequences [Benteen has things a bit mixed-up here].

Q) Which valley did you go to?

A) I saw no valley.

Q) Did you not come to the valley of the Little Big Horn?

A) No, sir. I did not see it till I came to ford “A,” and did not see the river till I got there.

Q) Could General Custer, at the time he gave you the order to move to the left, have known enough about the formation of the country to have given you special instructions so as to regulate every movement?

A) No, sir. I think not; and I don’t think he thought it necessary [Custer did know enough, from his maps and his scouts, to give Benteen the orders he did. Of course, he could not, and as Benteen says, would not, try to “regulate every movement,” just the overall movement].

Q) The matter was left discretionary with you in a great measure?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State whether or not in bearing to the right to strike the main trail you complied with the instructions he gave you.

A) It was scarcely a compliance [it was precisely a compliance].

Q) Did you consider it a violation of his instructions?

A) I must say I did.

Q) State whether the successive orders you received from General Custer after leaving his command indicated that he did not expect you to be beyond reasonable communicating distance from him, and that he expected to control your movements as far as possible.

A) If I had went to the first valley and found nothing, as I would not as I now know, and had gone on to the second valley, I would have been 25 miles away. I don’t know where I would have been. As it was, I was certainly too far to cooperate when he wanted me [not too far, only too slow. Benteen actually marched into two valleys – see Chapter 1].

Q) Could either yourself or General Custer at that time have known what was behind that line of bluffs, without sending someone to ascertain?

A) He could have found out by following the trail he was on [Custer knew what was there - a creek and valley - but he did not know if any Indians were camped there, or had traveled down that valley toward the Little Horn. Benteen here also belies his own testimony as to how far away he actually was, or even would have been, when he says that Custer could have “found out by following the trail he was on”].

Q) When you met Trumpeter Martin, did he report to you on which side of the river General Custer’s column was?

A) Not at that time. He did after we had reached that highest point at the figure “7.” He then pointed out the place from which he had been sent back [see Appendix 3.70 for different versions].

Q) Did you ask him when you first met him?

A) No, sir. His language conveyed the impression to me that they were in possession of the village, that the Indians were all skedaddling, to use his own words.

Q) State at what gait your column had been moving from the time you left General Custer till you received that order at the hands of Trumpeter Martin.

A) I have a very fast walking horse. He will go five miles an hour, and it is impossible for a column of cavalry to keep up with him without being at a trot. If the right of the column is at a trot, probably the left will be at a fast trot or gallop. I watched that column all the way through. I was four or five hundred yards ahead of it nearly all the time. We started out by twos, but we had to go by file through defiles, and up and around rugged hills that were too steep to ascend and we had to circle around them What I said was, we were at a trot from the time we left General Custer’s column to the time we watered the horses at the morass. From that time till we reached the ford “A” it was the same. It was not necessary to give the command “trot” because they were all at the trot at the time, to keep up with me. That was the movement through, and that accounts for getting over so much ground in so short a time with the battalion [this is a complete falsehood and is contradicted by every other witness who gave evidence before the Court on the point, and by every single person who wrote or spoke about the matter before or later. Only Benteen could try to have it both ways - impassable country gone over at an impossible rate].

Q) After you received the order at the hands of Trumpeter Martin, was the gait of the command increased, and if not, why not?

A) I don’t think the gait was increased, as we were going as fast as we could without going at a gallop; but I gave the command “trot” [see above where he says it was not necessary to give such a command]. I don’t think it increased the gait at all. Martin has testified that I sent him back to the pack train. I did no such thing. If he went back to the pack train, he went there of his own accord.

Q) May you not at that time have said something about the packs?

A) I did not ask him about the packs or send him to them.

Q) May you not have said something in his hearing by which he may have been honestly mistaken in the matter?

A) I think not.

Q) What evidence have you, in addition to your opinion, that General Custer did not believe there were Indians in the valley before you left?

A) Only his own statement, nothing else.

Q) Do you think General Custer formed no plan of attack on that day? If so, what grounds have you for thinking this?

A) I think after he sent Major Reno across to charge the Indians, his intentions were to get in the rear of the village and attack them from the left. His plan of attack was therefore known only to himself, and not to Major Reno, for he must naturally expect his assistance to come from the rear, and not from the front.

Q) I believe you stated when you joined Major Reno on the hill, neither yourself nor Major Reno had any knowledge where General Custer was. If I am not correct, please correct me.

A) That is exactly correct.

Q) Then the movement down the stream had no reference to General Custer, as far as you know?

A) I thought it was General Custer’s command when I first saw it. As I stated, I did not know Major Reno had been separated at all.

Q) I refer to the time you joined Major Reno on the hill.

A) Then I knew it, because I asked Major Reno where General Custer was.

Q) Then did the movement down the stream from there have any reference to General Custer or his command?

A) I wanted to know where he was [this is a reference to the Weir advance, which had nothing to do with Benteen wanting to know where Custer was].

Q) At the time you showed Major Reno the order which Trumpeter Martin brought, did he send for Trumpeter Martin and interrogate him as to where he had last seen General Custer’s command?

A) Not that I know of. Martin was [made] his orderly trumpeter, and I don’t know what he said to him.

Q) State how far the pack train was back at the time you received the order through Trumpeter Martin.

A) I think it was about seven miles.

Q) How far were you, at that time, from the place you watered your horses at the morass?

A) That is where I thought the pack train was still. I think it was seven miles from the burning tepee to the morass, and I supposed that the mules were still at the morass stuck in the mud. I have no doubt 20 or 30 more mules went head over heels into that morass [in fact, the morass was only about three and a half miles from the point where Martin brought the order and it had taken Benteen about forty minutes to cover that distance, still walking. The head of the pack train was only about twenty minutes, about a mile, behind him at this time - almost four P.M. - see maps and itineraries].

Q) It was your impression they had remained there while you went that distance?

A) I thought so, and as it turned out I was pretty nearly correct.

Q) Can you state positively as to about where the advance of the pack train was when you met Major Reno?

A) I can state positively it was not in sight, and to the best of my belief it was four miles and a half from the burning tepee to Major Reno’s position on the hill. The pack train was not in sight, and therefore more than four and a half miles away [one cannot see the burning tepee from the Reno position, nor anything close in to the hills on the north/east side of Ash Creek, which is where the pack train was, following Custer’s trail. At the time Benteen joined Reno, approximately 4 P.M., the train was halting to close up at the flat between Ash Creek and its North Fork, about two miles from, and out of sight of, Reno Hill].

Q) Then state how much time intervened from the time you met Major Reno till the advance packs came up containing the ammunition.

A) It was over an hour [it was slightly less than an hour, but less than half an hour after Lieutenant Hare had been sent after them, meaning that they were less than fifteen minutes away at that time. The rest of the packs started arriving by about 5:30 which would, of course, have been impossible had they been as far away as Benteen claimed].

Q) Did you observe their arrival, or might they have arrived before you noticed them?

A) I saw them coming. I did not want any ammunition, and was not particularly interested in them [despite his orders to bring them].

Q) When Trumpeter Martin met you, you said he was moving at a jogtrot. How far had you observed his gait?

A) I did not know it was [a jog-trot] until he came to me. I don’t know that he jog-trotted all the way.

Q) How far away did you observe him?

A) That is hard to tell. Probably a mile and a half. That was an irregular, broken country. I could see him on the ridges, and then he would go down and I could not see him.

Q) As far as you saw him, was that the habitual gait he was going?

A) I think it was. I will accredit him with it, at least.

Q) You have stated that the place Major Reno left in the timber was a number one place. Was it not a better place for Major Reno’s command than the position on the hill, in your judgment?

A) I think it was a great deal better.

Q) I believe you have testified that the conduct of Major Reno on the hill was all right. Has that, as far as you remember, been your opinion all the time since that battle?

A) I think so, sir. I think so. I have not changed my opinion about the battle much.

Q) Have you changed it in any respect in regard to Major Reno’s conduct? 
A) Not at all.

Q) Refresh your memory, and state whether or not you have expressed to any officer or officers of the Army any adverse opinion in regard to Major Reno’s conduct in that battle.

A) I have never done it, sir.

Q) State whether or not you were on amicable terms with General Custer on the 25th of June 1876.

A) I was as amicable then as I ever was with him.

Q) Were your relations with General Custer in accord at that time?

A) The same as they ever were.

Q) Did you entertain a good or bad opinion of General Custer as a commander?

At this point, Reno’s counsel objected to this question as entirely beyond the scope of the inquiry. The Recorder said: “As Major Reno [through his counsel] had gone into some matters which tend to reflect upon the conduct of General Custer, I think it is proper to inquire what the relations of this witness were with General Custer. The Court sustained the objection and the Recorder withdrew.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) A few moments ago, you stated that your departure to the right was, in your judgment, a departure from the instructions you received from General Custer. I wish you, in justice to yourself, to state whether it was not the direction in which you afterwards found Major Reno.

A) I did not find the first valley, and therefore did not go to the second, but returned to the trail because I thought I would be needed there. I had ascertained more about that country than General Custer and his adjutant knew.

Q) General Custer was a stranger, as far as you knew, to the country before you?

A) The country before me was pretty much the same as it had been the day before. We had been following the trail the day before and not departing from it [it might have been the same kind of country, but it was not the same country].

Q) Your departure from the instructions you received was in your returning to the place where you met Major Reno, and from which General Custer could expect your support?

A) My idea was there was more for me to do on the trail, that there was fighting going on, or would be going on, on the trail, and that I had better go back and help them. I thought I had gone far enough, and that I would be needed on the trail [for all his brave talk, Benteen did very little except meander along and finally show up at Reno Hill, by partially following his actual original and subsequent orders].

Q) Was there any limitation, verbal or written, in regard to the distance you should go in the direction you were sent?

A) No limitations, only as to the valleys.

Q) That limitation was to consist in finding the second valley, which you did not find?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) It was your duty also to bring up the packs?

A) Not until I got the order through Trumpeter Martin. It was my duty after I received that order.

Q) You waited on the top of the hill where Major Reno made his stand that night for the pack train to come up?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State at what point you and Major Reno met. How far from the hill where the troops fought that night, and in what direction from it?

A) Probably one or two hundred yards. I don’t know how far he rode out to meet me.

Q) You were alone in advance of the column?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State where, in your judgment, the Indians which you estimate at 900 - that you saw in the timber about Major Reno- went, after you came on the hill.

A) The Indians were there some little time after we were together on the hill [this is contradicted by virtually every other bit of evidence on this question].

Q) What length of time were they there?

A) I can’t tell, Perhaps half an hour or an hour. I don’t think they all left at any time.

Q) State where, in your judgment, those that did leave went.

A) I think they went down the river to that ford and stationed themselves in the canyon, and would have given us a kindly welcome had we gone down there.

Q) Do you think the purpose of the Indians who were assailing Major Reno in the bottom was to assail him if he came down the river?

A) I think they thought he would not come across the plain again.

Q) Do you think they intended to ambush him?

A) I know it.

Q) Does that approve itself to you as a soldier?

A) It was good generalship, if they could induce him to go into the gorge.

Q) Did the position of the bodies on Custer battlefield indicate a battle, or a rout?

A) It indicated that the officers did not die with their companies. That shows that they did not fight by companies. All the officers except Colonel Keogh, Captain Calhoun and Lieutenant Crittenden were on the line with General Custer.

Q) Would that be the fact that [if] the command was overwhelmed making a stand?

A) I think not.

Question by the Recorder:

Q) You have stated that the position of the bodies was to be compared with scattered corn. State whether in a charge against an enemy the position of the dead bodies are in a line, or scattered.

A) Scattered.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) If there had been a charge, in all probability the officers would have led it?

A) It was their business to do so.

Q) Would they not have died as much outside of any enclosure or means of protection as the men themselves?

A) There is no royal road to death in a charge.

Q) State in what position the officers, including General Custer and those about him, were found; whether in such positions as indicated they died in a charge, or in attempting to make resistance on foot.

A) They were in such position at least as indicated they had not died in a charge.

Q) Was there a circle of dead horses about them?

A) Not in a line - the arc of a circle.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) You state that with the exception of three officers, the officers were not found with their companies. Were the bodies of all the officers ever found there?

A) No, sir. I stated with that exception.

Q) What officers were missing that were never found?

A) Dr. Lord, Lieutenant Porter, Lieutenant Harrington and Lieutenant Sturgis.

Q) Do you mean that the officers whose bodies were not found did not die with their companies?

A) I mean to say on that field there were three officers killed with their companies. The others were together on the hill. If they had lines the officers would have died with the men.

Q) Was not the nature of the ground there such as to [make it impossible to] form regular lines with a command attacked by an overwhelming force of Indians?

A) Lines could have been formed, but lines were not formed. They probably had not time to form lines. I think possibly that is the just conclusion.

Q) Was it evident that those officers that were found together had all been killed there, or might not some of them been taken there wounded?

A) I think they were all killed there.

Q) Do you think that none were taken there wounded?

A) They might have been wounded and gone there. I can’t arrive at that [conclusion].

Q) If Major Reno’s command with a hundred men surrounded by a thousand Indians could cross a bottom and a river and climb a hill and save part of his command, could not General Custer, had he seen fit to do so, fled the field with the remnant of his command?

A) I think discretion would have been the better part of valor had he done that.

Benteen was recalled on 20 February, although it is hard to see why, since he had previously answered these questions. It may be that it was an attempt by Reno’s counsel to assist Benteen in respect of the pack train. In any event Benteen testified as follows:

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) Did a sergeant come to you with any directions about the pack train, and if so, to whom was he directed and what was done by you in regard to it?

A) He simply had verbal instructions to the commanding officer of the pack train, and I did not consider that an order to me.

Q) You were not commanding officer of the pack train?

A) No, sir.

Q) It was not a part of your column?

A) No, sir.

Q) Where was your command when the order was received at the hands of Trumpeter Martin?

A) Half way between the burning tepee and the ford “A.”

Q) Did you see or hear Major Reno fire a pistol as you came up?

A) No sir, I did not.

Question by the Recorder:

Q) How far do you estimate it from the burning tepee to the ford “A?”

A) Very nearly three miles

Benteen was later recalled by Reno’s counsel in order to rebut the testimony of B.F. Churchill and John Frett, citizen packers, as to Reno’s intoxication on the night of 25 June.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) What opportunities had you for observing the condition of Major Reno on the night of the 25th of June 1876?

A) I may say I was with him all the time. I laid down on his bed.

Q) State what was his condition as to sobriety.

A) He was as sober as he is now.

Q) Was there at any time during the 25th and 26th of June 1876, to your mind, or to that of any person, any indications of drunkenness on the part of Major Reno?

A) No, sir.

Q) Could he have been staggering and stammering during that time?

A) Not without my knowing it.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) Were you present on the night of the 25th of June at any altercation between Major Reno and a packer?

A) No, sir

Q) You know nothing about any matter of that kind of your own knowledge?

A) No, sir not of my own knowledge, only by hearsay. I know they robbed the pack train, and robbed me of some of my property, and I know there was no whiskey there.

Q) Did you see Major Reno immediately after the cessation of the firing that night?

A) I was with him every 15 or 20 minutes nearly all night. I laid down on his bed for 15 or 20 minutes, and then went back and kept up my walk all night. Perhaps I did not see him within 15 minutes after I left him the last time; but there as not whiskey enough in the whole command to make him drunk.

Q) About what time did you leave him the last time?

A) I don’t think I saw him from about half past two till probably three o’clock. The Indians opened fire the next day about three o’clock or a little after. There might have been a half or three-quarters of an hour that I did not see him.

Q) Before that, during the night, you saw him as frequently as you have stated?

A) Yes, sir.

Question by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) If he had been drunk between 9 and 10 o’clock that night, would you know the fact?

A) I would have known something about it. I did not know he had any whiskey, or I would have been after some.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

[none of this even later testimony is relevant to the evidence it was supposed to rebut, which was the testimony of John Frett. I include it only in the interests of fairness and to illustrate the kind of laxity that prevailed during the inquiry]

Q) State whether during the engagements of the 25th and 26th of June 1876, you had occasion to go to the pack train in order to drive from it skulking soldiers?

A) I had [previously he had testified that these were soldiers from his own company].

Q) Once, or many times?

A) Many times.

Q) State if you went there on the afternoon of the 25th.

A) Not for that purpose.

Q) On the 26th and night of the 25th, state if you did.

A) I was around there very often and very much, both on the evening of the 25th and many times during the day of the 26th, for the purpose of getting skulking soldiers and bringing them up to do their duty.

Q) State whether or not there was very considerable complaint with regard to stealing rations and other articles from the pack train.

A) They stole everything I had.

Q) Were there not complaints that different articles were being stolen?

A) Yes, sir. 

[CN] 3.5
 [CT] KATE BIGHEAD, SOUTHERN CHEYENNE: HER NARRATIVE AS INTERPRETED BY DR. THOMAS B. MARQUIS, 1927

The story of Kate Bighead, portions of which are reproduced below, is perhaps one of the best-known accounts of the fights on the Little Horn - at least it has become so in recent years. The reasons for this are not so much its rich detail or fascinating hints of possible Custer illicit relationships, but that it has been quoted widely in Evan S. Connell’s Son of the Morning Star also in the film based upon that book and that it contains a couple of extremely picturesque phrases, particularly its last paragraph. It may also have gained a measure of renown simply because it is one of only a small handful of Indian accounts given by women.

Whatever the reasons, it has become widely known and accepted, which is rather unfortunate because it contains a prime example of folklore based on fantasies and not reality. It is included here for that reason, and for the reason that parts of it may well be true.

It is difficult to know if Kate Bighead actually took part in, or witnessed, any of the things she claims, since some of her main points are demonstrably in error and hence the entire account becomes suspect. The initial reaction of the researcher is to toss it aside and forget about it entirely, but to do so may be to discard some bits of actual evidence. The difficulty is in determining what is dross and what is not.

Because of these problems, I have kept my editing to a minimum and instead will discuss the most controversial points following the narrative.

Kate Bighead told her story to Dr. Thomas Benton Marquis in 1927 and it was privately published in pamphlet form by Marquis in 1933. It subsequently was included in a collection of accounts dealing with various aspects of the Little Horn fights called Custer on the Little Big Horn, a small volume containing eight individual treatises by Marquis and published in 1967 [refer to B4.135].

Eighty years ago I was born when my people were in camp near Geese river (North Platte river). I am of the Cheyenne tribe, and am now living with the Northern Cheyennes…

I was with the Southern Cheyennes during most of my childhood and young womanhood. I was in the camp beside the Washita river…when Custer and his soldiers came there and fought the Indians (November, 1868). Our Chief Black Kettle and other Cheyennes, many of them women and children were killed that day…

The next spring Custer and his soldiers found us again (March, 1869). We then were far westward, on a branch of what the white people call Red river, I think. That time there was no fighting. Custer smoked the peace pipe with our chiefs. He promised never again to fight the Cheyennes…Our people gave him the name Hi-es-tzie meaning Long Hair.

I saw Long Hair many times during those days…I was a young woman, 22 years old, and I admired him. All of the Indian women talked of him as being a fine-looking man.

My cousin, a young woman named Me-o-tzi, went often with him to help in finding the trails of Indians…All of the Cheyennes liked her, and were glad that she had so important a place in life. After Long Hair went away, different ones of the Cheyenne young men wanted to marry her. But she would not have any of them. She said that Long Hair was her husband, that he had promised to come back to her, and that she would wait for him. She waited seven years. Then he was killed.

Me-o-tzi mourned when she learned of his death. I was not then with those people, but I heard that she cut off her hair and gashed her arms and legs, for mourning…A little granddaughter of mine is known to us as Me-o-tzi. At times the young people joke her: “You are Custer’s Indian wife.”

I came to the Northern Cheyennes when their reservation was in the Black Hills country…White people found gold there, so the Indians had to move out…Many Cheyennes, and many Sioux also, went to live in the hunting ground between the Powder and Bighorn rivers. White Bull and Two Moon, my two brothers, left to go to the hunting ground, and I went with them. Word was sent to the hunting Indians that all Cheyennes and Sioux must stay on their reservations in Dakota. But all who stayed on the reservations had their guns and ponies taken from them, so the hunters quit going there.

The band of Cheyennes where I dwelt had forty family lodges. In the last part of the winter we camped on the west side of Powder river, not far above the mouth of Little Powder river. Soldiers came early in the morning (March 17, 1876.) They got between our camp and our horse herd, so all of us had to run away afoot. Not many of our people were killed, but our tepees and everything that was in them were burned. Three days later, all of us walking, we arrived at Crazy Horse’s camp of Ogallala Sioux.

The Ogallalas gave us food and shelter. After a few days the two bands together went northward and found the Uncpapa Sioux, where Sitting Bull was the chief. The chiefs of the three bands decided that all of us would travel together for the spring and summer hunting, as it was said that many soldiers would be coming to try to make us go back to the reservations.

The three tribal bands grew larger and larger, by Indians coming from the Dakota reservations… Other tribal bands – Minneconjoux Sioux, Blackfeet Sioux, Arrows All Gone Sioux - came to us. There were then six separate tribal camp circles, each having its own chiefs, wherever we stopped. In some of the six camp circles were small bands of other Sioux Burned Thighs, Assiniboines, and Waist and Skirt people.

All of us traveled together to the west side of lower Powder river, on west across Tongue river, and to the Rosebud valley…We left the Rosebud where the Busby store now is, and our camps were set up five nights at the forks of what the white people now call Reno creek, near the Little Bighorn river.

Hunters from that camp saw soldiers far southward. During the night all of our young men went to fight them. The next day there was a big fight (Crook, June 17, 1876) on upper Rosebud creek. The Indian dead, one Cheyenne among them, were brought back that night.

The six camps moved the next morning down to the east side of the Little Bighorn, above the mouth of Reno creek. We stayed there five nights. There were more Indians in those six camps than I ever saw together anywhere else. Only a few of our Northern Cheyenne people were absent, and we had with us a few families of Southern Cheyennes.

The chiefs of all the camps, in council, decided we should move down the Little Bighorn to its mouth, so our hunters could go across to the west side of the Bighorn and kill antelope in the great herds they had seen there. All of the Indians crossed to the west side of the Little Bighorn and moved the first part of the expected journey to the mouth of this stream. The plan was to stay at this camp but one night, and to go on down the valley the next day.

The next morning (June 25, 1876) I went with an Ogallala woman to visit some friends among the Minneconjoux Sioux, up the valley toward where was the Uncpapa camp circle, at the upper or south end of the camps. We found our women friends bathing in the river, and we joined them. Other groups, men, women and children were playing in the water at many places along the stream. Some boys were fishing. All of us were having a good time. It was somewhere past the middle of the forenoon. Nobody was thinking of any battle coming. A few women were taking down their lodges, getting ready for the move on down the valley that day. After a while two Sioux boys came running toward us. They were shouting: “Soldiers are coming!”

We heard shooting. We hid in the brush. The sounds of the shooting multiplied - pop-pop-pop--pop! We heard women and children screaming. Old men were calling the young warriors to battle. Young men were singing their war songs as they responded to the call. We peeped out. Throngs of Sioux men on horses were racing toward the skirt of timber just south of the Uncpapa camp circle, where the guns were clattering. The horsemen warriors were dodging through a mass of women, children and old people hurrying afoot to the benchland hills west of the camps.

From our hiding place in the brush we heard the sounds of battle change from place to place. It seemed the white men were going away, with the Indians following them. Soon afterward we got glimpses of the soldiers crossing the river above us. Many of them were afoot. Then we saw the Indians were after all of them, shooting and beating them.

I came out and set off running toward our Cheyenne camp circle, the last one, at the north end of the river, more than a mile from where I had been hiding. In all of the camps, as I went through them, there was great excitement. Old men were helping the young warriors in dressing and painting themselves for battle. Some women were bringing war horses from the herds. Other women were working fast at taking down their tepees. A few were loading pack horses with tepee belongings…Many were taking away nothing, leaving the tepees and everything in them, running away with just their children…I saw one Sioux woman just staying at one spot, jumping up and down and screaming, because she could not find her little son.

Clouds of dust were kicked up by the horse herds rushed into the camp circles, as well as by the horses that had been picketed near at hand by the Indian camp policemen and had been mounted and ridden to fight when came the first alarm. The mounted Indians were still going to the place where had been the fighting, south of the Uncpapa camp. But before I got to my home lodge all of them were riding wildly back down through the camps. It appeared they had been beaten and were running away. But I soon learned what had happened. I heard a Cheyenne old man calling out: “Other soldiers are coming! Warriors, go and fight them!”

On a high ridge far out eastward from the Cheyenne camp circle I saw those other soldiers. A few Indians were out there, and shots were being exchanged at long distance. Great throngs of other Indians, many more Sioux than Cheyennes, were lashing their ponies through the waters of the river or had crossed it and were on their way up the coulee valley toward the high ridge. It appeared there would be no end to the rushing procession of warriors. They kept going, going, going. I wanted to go too. “Let me have a horse,” I begged my elder brother, White Bull.

I had seen other battles, in past times. I always liked to watch the men fighting. Not many women did that, and I often was teased on account of it. But this time I had a good excuse, for White Bull’s son, my nephew, named Noisy Walking, had gone. I was but twenty-nine years old, so I had not any son to serve as a warrior, but I would sing strongheart songs for the nephew…

I crossed the river and followed up the broad coulee where the warriors had gone and were still going. The soldiers had lined themselves out on a long ridge nearer the river and a little lower than the ridge far out where we had first seen them. By the time I got close enough to see well, the Indians were all around the soldiers, I think. Most of the warriors, when they got where they wanted to go, left their ponies back in gulches and hid themselves for crawling forward along little gullies or behind small ridges or knolls. The soldiers also got off their horses. The getting off the horses was good for both the Indians and the soldiers. A man on a horse can be seen better for shooting at him, while it is hard for him to do good shooting, as his horse will not stand still for him to make a good aim…

I rode to the right, keeping far from the soldiers and going on to the north side of them. Some of the warriors were yet on their ponies, but there were lots of loose ponies there, so I knew there were lots of Indian young men hidden near by, although I could not see many of them. The Indians mostly were in warrior society bands at different places, because the men of each warrior society understood each other’s ways. But all of them I could see on that side were Sioux, no Cheyennes. I kept on going around, searching the north side, then the west side. At the south side, in the deep gulches and behind the ridges between the soldiers and the river, I found none but Cheyennes and Ogallala Sioux. Keeping myself all the time out of bullet range, I looked and looked among them for Noisy Walking. But I could not find him.

The Indians were using bows and arrows more than they were using guns. Many of them had no guns, and not many who did have them had also plenty of bullets. But even if they had been well supplied with both guns and bullets, in that fight the bow was better. As the soldier ridge sloped on all sides, and as there were no trees on it or around it, the smoke from each gun fired showed right where the shooter was hidden. The arrows made no smoke, so it could not be seen where they came from. Also, since a bullet has to go straight out from the end of a gun, any Indian who fired his gun had to put his head up so his eyes could see where to aim it. By doing this his head might be seen by a soldier and hit by a soldier bullet. The Indian could keep himself at all times out of sight when sending arrows. Each arrow was shot far upward and forward, not at any soldier in particular, but to curve down and fall where they were. Bullets would not do any harm if shot in that way. But a rain of arrows from thousands of Indian bows, and kept up for a long time, would hit many soldiers and their horses by falling and sticking into their heads or backs.

The Indians all around were gradually creeping closer tot he soldiers, by following the gullies or dodging from knoll to knoll. On the southern side, where I stopped to watch the fight, almost all of the Cheyennes and Ogallala Sioux had crawled across a deep gulch at the bottom of a broad coulee south of the ridge where were the soldiers, and about half way between them and the river. There was a long time - the old men now say they think it must have been about an hour and a half - of this fighting slowly, with not much harm to either side. Then a band of soldiers on the ridge mounted their horses and came riding in a gallop down the broad coulee toward the river, toward where were the Cheyennes and Ogallalas. The Indians hidden there got back quickly into the deepest parts of the gulch or kept on going away from it until they got over the ridge just south of it, the ridge where I was watching. The soldiers who had come galloping stopped and got off their horses along another ridge, a low one just north of the deep gulch.

Lame White Mane, the bravest Cheyenne warrior chief, stayed in hiding close to where the small band of soldiers got off their horses. From there he called to the young men, and they began creeping and dodging back to him. The Ogallala Sioux chiefs also called to their young men, and these also returned to the fight. Within a few minutes there were many hundreds of warriors wriggling along the gullies all around these soldiers.

I saw one of the white men there kill himself, with his own gun, just after they got off their horses. Soon afterward I saw another one do the same act. From where I was I had a clear view of the soldiers, and their saddled horses standing near them showed all of the warriors where the white men were. I think that only a few soldiers, maybe not any of them, were killed by the Indians during the few minutes of fighting there. I could not see the creeping Indians well enough to know when any one or another of them might have been killed or wounded. After a little while I heard Lame White Man call out: “Young men, come now with me and show yourselves to be brave!”

On all sides of this band of soldiers the Indians jumped up. There were hundreds of warriors, many more than one might have thought could hide themselves in those small gullies. I think there were about twenty Indians to every soldier there. The soldier horses got scared, and all of them broke loose and ran away toward the river. Just then I saw a soldier shoot himself by holding his revolver at his head. Then another one did the same, and another. Right away, all of them began shooting themselves or shooting each other. I saw several different pairs of them fire their guns at the same time and shoot one another in the breast. For a short time the Indians just stayed where they were and looked. Then they rushed forward. but not many of them got to strike coup blows on living enemies. Before they could get to them, all of the white men were dead.

The horses were driven on to the river…The warriors were most glad at getting the guns and cartridges from the dead soldiers. With these they went crawling toward the different parts of the ridge where were yet the main body of soldiers…My heart thumped when I saw an Indian leading a horse bearing a rider who appeared to be wounded. The rider resembled my nephew… but I found that both of them were Sioux.

I started to go around the east end of the soldier ridge. Just then I saw lots of Indians running toward that end of the ridge, and the soldier horses there were running away. Pretty soon I saw that all of the white men were dead and the warriors were among them getting their guns. I did not see how they were killed, but I think they must have killed themselves. The Indians crowded on westward along the ridge and along its two sides…I stopped to look over a little hill and watch a band of soldiers on the ground at the north slope of the ridge. Warriors were all around those men, creeping closer and closer. The white men’s horses were all gone from there. After I had been looking but a few minutes at those men I saw them go at shooting each other and shooting themselves, the same as I had seen it done by the soldiers down toward the river.

The remaining white fighters collected in a group at the west end of the ridge where our men say there is now a big stone having an iron fence around it…At that time there must have been hundreds of warriors for every white soldier left alive. The warriors around them were shifting from shelter to shelter, each one of them trying to get close enough to strike a coup blow of some kind upon a living enemy, as all warriors try to do when in a fight. Many hundreds of Indian heads were being popped up for a quick look and then jerked back down again for a movement forward a little farther…The remaining soldiers were keeping themselves behind their dead horses. The Indians could get only some glimpses of the white men, but it was easy enough to see where they were.

A great crowd of Indian boys had been on their horses on the surrounding hills and watching from there all during the battle. Many old men were there with them. The old men, being where they could get a good view, were calling out helpful advice to the warriors who were hidden. These who had been keeping at a distance began to come closer. Some of the youths got too close, wanting to strike coups. I saw a Sioux boy pitch forward, killed. The men kept calling out: “Be careful. Wait.”

The shots quit coming from the place where the soldiers were lying behind their dead horses. All of the Indians jumped up and ran toward them, supposing all of them dead. But there were seven of the white men who sprang to their feet and went running toward the river. All of the hundreds of boys came tearing in on their horses, to strike blows upon the dead white men, as that was considered a brave deed for a boy…there was so much dust and smoke in the air that I did not see what happened to the seven men who ran down the hillside. Hundreds of Sioux and Cheyenne warriors were after them. The talk I heard afterward was that all of them, and all of the others who had been hidden behind the horses, killed themselves. The Indians believe that the Everywhere Spirit made them all go crazy and do this, in punishment for having attacked a peaceful Indian camp.

When I was looking at the last fighting, I saw back along the ridge a living soldier sitting on the ground, in plain view. He was just sitting there and rubbing his head, as if he did not know where he was nor what was going on in the world. While I was watching him, three Sioux men ran to him and seized him. They stretched him out upon his back. They went at this slowly, and I wondered what they were going to do. Pretty soon I found out. Two of them held his arms while the third man cut off his head with a sheath-knife.

I went riding among the Indians at different places on the battlefield, in search of Noisy Walking. I saw several different ones of the soldiers not yet quite dead. The Indians cut off arms or legs or feet of these, the same as was done for those entirely dead. A Cheyenne told me where was my nephew…I went down there and found him. He had been shot through the body and had been stabbed many times. I stayed with him while a young man friend went to the camps to tell his mother.

Women from many families brought lodgepole travois, dragged by ponies, to take away the dead or wounded Indians. Some of the women, mourning for their own dead, beat and cut the dead bodies of the white men. Noisy Walking’s mother and her sister came to get him…

The Indians got guns, cartridges, horses, saddles, clothing, boots, everything the soldiers had with them. During the battle, all of the women and children and old people had been watching from the western hills across the valley. They kept themselves ready to run away if their warriors should be beaten, or to return to the camps if their side should win…

Noisy Walking died that night. Six of our Cheyenne young men now were dead. Twenty-four Sioux warriors had been killed. Many more Indians would have been killed if the Everywhere Spirit had not caused the whites to go crazy and turn their guns upon themselves…

We Cheyennes buried our dead that afternoon. We placed them in hillside caves out from the camps…One of our lost warriors was Lame White Man, the most important war leader among the Cheyennes. He was killed soon after I last saw him…He was 37 years old…

Not many Cheyennes got into the first fight up the valley…I think the Uncpapas did the most fighting there, as that was their end of the camps. But there were two Cheyennes killed there. One was named Whirlwind. He was 16 years old. The other was named Hump. He was about 16 or 17, I believe. Some older men said they acted foolish in going too close when there was no need for it. I saw the soldiers there in the river, with the Indians knocking them from their horses. I think there must yet be some soldier guns at the bottom of that river…

The Cheyennes were considered the special fighters at the battle against the Custer soldiers, where I rode out to watch all of it. This was because those soldiers were trying to get to our end of the camps. The Ogallala Sioux did most of helping the Cheyennes there, but all the other Sioux got around those soldiers and helped also. Four Cheyennes were killed there, and one of our wounded died three weeks afterward…

After the big battle on and around the ridge had ended, most of the warriors went to fight again the soldiers up the valley. Those soldiers then were on a hill just across the river from where had been the valley fight…All through the remainder of that afternoon, and until darkness came, the Indians fought those soldiers on that hill. Early the next morning that battle started again, and it was kept up most of that day.

Late in the afternoon of the second day the men heralds rode about the willow dome camps and called out to the people that other soldiers were coming up the Little Bighorn valley [Gibbon’s men]. The chiefs had decided that too many young men had been killed already, that we must go away from there. So all of us women began to hurry at getting ready to go…

I may have seen Custer at the time of the battle or after he was killed. I do not know, as I did not then know of his being there. All of our old warriors say the same - none of them knew of him being there until they learned of it afterward at the soldier forts or the agencies or from Indians coming from the agencies.

But I learned something more about him from our people in Oklahoma. Two of those Southern Cheyenne women who had been in our camp at the Little Bighorn told of having been on the battlefield soon after the fighting ended. They saw Custer lying dead there. They had known him in the South. While they were looking at him some Sioux men came and were about to cut up his body. The Cheyenne women, thinking of Me-o-tzi, made signs, “He is a relative of ours,” but telling nothing more about him. So the Sioux men cut off only one joint of a finger. The women then pushed the point of a sewing awl into each of his ears, into his head. This was done to improve his hearing, as it seemed he had not heard what our chiefs in the South said when he smoked the pipe with them. They told him then that if ever afterward he should break that peace promise and should fight the Cheyennes the Everywhere Spirit surely would cause him to be killed.

Through almost sixty years, many a time I have thought of Hi-es-tzie as the handsome man I saw in the South. And I often have wondered if, when I was riding among the dead where he was lying, my pony may have kicked dirt upon his body.

And so Kate Bighead’s story ends with a dramatic and poetic scene. There are two very controversial points in her account and a couple that are not so controversial but which deserve discussion. The two most controversial will be dealt with here, that Custer’s troops committed mass suicide and that Custer had a Cheyenne wife [and, as mentioned in other stories, perhaps a child as well].

The first item, the mass suicides, is found not only in Kate Bighead’s account, but also in that of the Cheyenne warrior Wooden Leg, who also gave his story to Doctor Marquis. As a matter of fact, the Bighead account is a virtual duplicate of the Wooden Leg account, with only the names of the narrators and the natures of their involvements changed, or exchanged. However, it is only in these Cheyenne narratives, given in later years [the 20’s and 30’s] that one finds any mention of mass suicides. Indeed, if one is to credit Kate Bighead’s account, hardly any of Custer’s men were killed by the Indians - they killed themselves first. Mrs. Bighead fails to account for the obviously poor marksmanship of these soldiers, who apparently couldn’t hit themselves or each other at point blank range, else why were there so many wounded men lying around to be finished off?

The fact of the matter is that earlier Cheyenne accounts contain no mention of mass suicides, nor do the stories of the other hostiles, regardless of when they were told. It has been pretty well established from anecdotal evidence that at least one soldier killed himself and quite likely there were a few others, but it has been definitely established that Armstrong Custer died from enemy fire and there has never been any evidence of wholesale self-destruction among the troops.

Two of the conclusions of the 1984/1985 archaeological studies of the battlefield [refer to B9.32] were stated thusly:

“4. Perimortem [around the time of death] trauma includes evidence of massive blunt-force trauma to the head in fourteen cases…probably inflicted as a means of dispatching the wounded…

“5. No evidence of bullet entrance or exit wounds were present in the cranial bones available for study, nor did X-rays of these fragments reveal any embedded bullet particles commonly found in such wounds: although this finding is not sufficient to refute the theory that a large number of troopers committed suicide, it provides no evidence to support the theory.”

The study referenced conducted a surface sweep and also excavated at 37 of the current marble markers. The scientists included human bone specimens previously collected and stored at the Battlefield Museum. The excavation sites were selected to represent a valid cross-section of all the marker sites, and included 7 sites on Last Stand Hill, 7 from the Keogh area on Battle Ridge, 7 from Calhoun Hill, 9 on the South Skirmish Line [Lame White Man Gully] and 7 isolated markers in various areas of the battlefield.

Human bone fragments were found representing 34 different individuals of the 210 who were killed and buried on Custer field, and they were found in all of the areas noted above, more on the South skirmish line than anywhere else. At least 14 of these individuals were represented by skull fragments, and in not one single instance was there any indication of gunshot wounds to the head. The three cases that evidenced gunshot wounds do not appear to have anything to do with suicide [they involve a multiple gunshot case, and a shattered ulna]. One could reasonably expect to have found some evidence of suicide in such a large sample, at least one case.

Both Kate Bighead’s and Wooden Leg’s stories say that every soldier at the South Skirmish Line killed himself and that the very last men on Custer Hill did the same, but the evidence says that those statements are not true.

The proponents of the suicide theory and there have been many including, or maybe particularly, Dr. Marquis - have pointed out that the 7th had a large percentage of recruits who panicked when faced by insurmountable odds and killed themselves to avoid torture. Without getting into a heavy discussion of the “recruit theory”, [which appears in Discussion 4], it should be noted that all of the statements about a large number of recruits are poppycock. And the same archaeological study quoted above summarized its findings by saying:

“…the available osteological evidence suggests a general pattern of wounding, final killing - often by blunt trauma of the head - followed in many cases by postmortem mutilation…”

Custer’s “Indian wife” is a horse of another color. There are many stories that Custer had an Indian concubine, put forward by many of Custer’s detractors, although she is usually identified as Monahseetah, a daughter of Little Rock, a Southern Cheyenne chief of some standing. Monahseetah, who was captured at the Washita, may well have been the very same Me-o-tzi mentioned by Kate Bighead, but it is said that Monahseetah bore a son for Custer in the spring of 1869 and one might reasonably expect to find some mention of that fact in Kate’s story.

Whether Monahseetah, or Me-o-tzi, or indeed anyone else was taken as a lover by Custer, we can have no way of knowing. Certainly I would not attempt to deny that he could possibly have done that - there simply is no evidence that he did, except for the statements of known detractors and the Cheyenne “legend” put forward by Kate Bighead. On the other hand, the story that Monahseetah bore him a child is absolutely ridiculous.

Custer attacked Black Kettle’s village on 27 November 1868. Even if he had immediately availed himself of Monahseetah’s supposedly considerable charms and she had been so unlucky as to find herself pregnant later on, the child would not have come into the world until August or September 1869, July at the earliest. In fact, Monahseetah’s baby was born before 14 January 1869 and was of pure Indian stock. 

On 14 January 1869, Armstrong Custer wrote his wife one of his customary letters, in which he talks of bringing the mail across a swollen Medicine Bluff Creek because he couldn’t wait until the waters receded to get his letters. The last paragraph of the letter reads as follows:

“Tell Elizah I have just the thing for her. One of the squaws among the prisoners had a little papoose a few nights since, and I intend to bring it home to add to the orphan asylum she always keeps.”

Elizabeth Custer reproduced this letter in her “Following the Guidon,” and went on to write:

“The baby referred to was the child of an Indian princess described in a subsequent chapter. Owing to its lineage, the newcomer was treated with every attention…”

In the subsequent chapter, Mrs. Custer wrote:

“There was one little scion of the race in whom we felt extreme interest, because it had been born after the prisoners were taken at the battle of the Washita. Its mother deserves the first word. Her two names Nav-a-rouc-ta and Mo-nah-se-tah, were so musical that they well became the comely squaw…She was the Princess, the ranking woman among them all…Of course we asked for the baby, feeling unusual interest in a captive born within our lines. Mo-nah-se-tah turned to a bent old crone who had the honor to be grandmother…and authoritatively ordered her to bring the child. It was a cunning little bundle of brown velvet, with the same bright, bead-like eyes as the rest. The mother…was full of maternal pride and ran into the tent again, to bring a ferrotype of this young chieftain that had been taken by a traveling photographer who stopped at the post.”

There is additional evidence in the form of a statement made by Fred Benteen in a letter to Theodore Goldin and bear in mind that Benteen never missed an opportunity to tarnish Custer’s name, if he could. It is safe to say that had Custer fathered a bastard half-breed child, Benteen would have trumpeted the information to the nation, probably through his chum Robert Newton Price. Nevertheless, this is what Benteen had to say about the parentage of the baby:

“…simon-pure Cheyenne baby, the seed having been sown before we came down on their fold at Washita…”

There is always the possibility that Custer had an affair with the seven-month pregnant Cheyenne woman known as Monahseetah or Me-o-tzi, but to suggest that she would have considered herself to have been his wife, when she was carrying another man’s baby, borders on the absurd. To suggest that her child was his child is preposterous.

So, what can be made of Kate Bighead’s story? It contains two major absurdities and a few other errors [notably the direction of travel she supposedly followed]. On the other hand, some parts are certainly accurate. The question, I suppose, is: “Did she actually do what she said she did?” My reply has to be: “I rather doubt it.”

My own opinion is that Kate Bighead simply parroted stories she had heard throughout the years, including that of Wooden Leg and repeated as personal observations some of the most popular Cheyenne stories surrounding the fights on the Little Horn. I believe that she was in the great camp and I believe that she was probably on Custer field shortly after the fight there ended along with hundreds of other Indian women, children and elders. She may well have witnessed some dispatching of wounded soldiers and she quite likely took part in some of the mutilation of the dead, but her story as a whole is too much of a “Theodore Goldin” saga to swallow.

[CN] 3.6
 [CT] JAMES R. BOYLE: INTERVIEW WITH WALTER CAMP, FEBRUARY 5, 1913

Walter Camp mss field notes, envelopes 127 and 135 [unclassified] Indiana University, Lilly Library

Says Benj. Wells’ body was found in the river about north or northwest of where McIntosh lay. He lay in the water on his face, with his arms spread out, and no Indians had found him, apparently, as his clothes were still on his body. Says Seafferman’s body was in the timber from which Reno retreated. Says John J. McGinnis had red hair and that his head was found in the village. Says Moore of Co. G was killed on the hill. Says body of Trumpeter Dose was found on flat near Ford B between two coulees (better verify this).

Boyle heard the Nathan Short story and told me without prompting that he heard he was a C Co. man. Heard it was on a high hill near the Rosebud. A good many horses were killed around tepee where dead Indians were in village.

[CN] 3.7
 [CT] LIEUTENANT JAMES H. BRADLEY, GIBBON’S CHIEF OF SCOUTS 1876/1877: EXCERPTS FROM HIS JOURNAL

First Lieutenant James Howard Bradley, Company B, 7th United States Infantry, acted in the capacity of Chief of Scouts for Colonel John Gibbon’s command, in much the same manner as Charles Varnum did for Custer’s. Bradley was the first officer on Custer’s battlefield on 27 June 1876 and was the man who brought Terry the first reliable information of the disaster evident there.

Bradley kept a journal of the 1876 campaign, which he rewrote during the period following that campaign and before the commencement of the Nez Perce campaign of 1877. Unfortunately for his family, the army, and posterity, Bradley was killed in action at the Battle of the Big Hole 9 August 1877. He never had the opportunity of finishing his rewrite and so he left a narrative which ends on 26 June 1876. He also wrote a letter in July 1876 describing the condition of the bodies on Custer field, which letter is reproduced in Appendix 2.3.

Bradley’s entries commencing 18 June and continuing until the end are reproduced below. They are given as published by the Montana State Historical Society in 1896. I have done no editing and have added no commentary, as neither seemed necessary. The journal and narrative of Edward McClernand, appear in Appendix 3.73, and a comparison of the sources is interesting especially those portions which cover the same time periods. 

Sunday, 18: This afternoon Major Reno, with six companies of the 7th Cavalry, appeared at the mouth of the Rosebud and went into camp. General Gibbon went up opposite the camp and held a conversation with him by means of signal flags and afterwards communicated with him by letter through two Crows, who swam the river for that purpose. Reno’s command had scouted up Powder River, then crossed to the Rosebud, and scouted down the latter stream, meeting with no Sioux but finding recent traces of a large village at the place I discovered it on the twenty-seventh of May. Mitch Bouyer, our guide, who had been detached to accompany Reno, counted 360 lodge fires, and estimated that there were enough beside to make the number of lodges about 400 hundred. The lodges had been arranged in nine circles within supporting distance of each other, within which the Indians evidently secured their horses at night, showing that they considered an attack not unlikely and were prepared for it. A well-defined trail led from the site of the village across the plain toward the Little Big Horn, and it is now thought that the Indians will be found upon that stream.

Monday, 19: Major Reno’s command broke camp this morning and moved down the river after supplies. Towards evening Thompson’s and Whelan’s companies returned, having scouted up to the mouth of the Big Horn. They met no Sioux and saw no sign of them on this side, and but little on the other. The Crow village which some weeks ago was on the Big Horn seems to have disappeared from that country - another indication that the Sioux are heading in that direction. It is pretty well demonstrated that they have no intention of crossing to the north side of the Yellowstone, as they would not have passed so high up the stream for that purpose.

Tuesday, 20: Captain Freeman has been ordered to march up the river tomorrow with companies E, H, and K of the infantry battalion to bridge creeks and otherwise put the road in order. He will take ten days’ rations and will be accompanied by six Crow scouts.

Wednesday, June 21. Captain Freeman’s command got off about six A.M. Soon afterward the steamboat was reported in sight, whereupon orders were issued to prepare to move. At 8 A.M. the boat arrived, having on board General Terry and staff and Captain Baker’s company of the 6th Infantry. We were ordered to march at once to Fort Pease, and got off at 9:30 A.M., Captain Ball commanding, General Gibbon and Major Brisbin having gone on board the boat, intending to rejoin us at some point in advance.

Custer with the entire 7th Cavalry was reported near at hand, and soon after we started, he appeared in view on the table-land across the river, marching toward the Rosebud. The steamboat met him at the mouth of that stream, when he drew rations for his command for sixteen days and struck out up the Rosebud with the design of following up the trail found by Major Reno. Prior to his departure a conference took place on the boat between Generals Terry, Gibbon, and himself with reference to a combined movement between two columns in the neighborhood of the Sioux village about the same time and assist each other in the attack, it is understood that if Custer arrives first, he is at liberty to attack at once if he deems prudent. We have little hope of being in at the death, as Custer will undoubtedly exert himself to the utmost to get there first and win all the laurels for himself and his regiment. He is provided with Indian scouts, but from superior knowledge possessed by the Crows of the country he is to traverse, it was decided to furnish him with a part of ours, and I was directed to make a detail for that purpose. I selected my six best men, and they joined him at the mouth of the Rosebud. Our guide, Mitch Bouyer, accompanies him also. This leaves us wholly without a guide, while Custer has one of the very best that the country affords. Surely he is being afforded every facility to make a successful pursuit.

We marched eighteen miles and camped at 7:05 P.M. on the Yellowstone, a short distance below the mouth of the Great Porcupine, having passed Captain Freeman’s command in camp at the spring a couple of miles back. As we passed, Capt. Ball ordered him to move down and join us - a very unwelcome order to Captain Freeman’s men, who were comfortably settled for the night. The camp was barely formed when a terrible gale arose, followed by a storm of hailstones as large as walnuts. The herd showed a strong disposition to stampede, and it required great exertions to prevent them from doing so. The hailstones diminished in size as the storm continued and soon turned to rain; but the shower was of short duration, and before dark the sky partially cleared and the sun treated us to a gorgeous display in the west.

Thursday, 22: During the night Lieutenant Low, 20th Infantry joined us with his battery of three Gatling guns. They belonged to Custer’s column but were detached therefrom under the impression that they might impede his march.

It rained considerable during the night, and as a consequence the road in the valley was very muddy. The cavalry battalion separated from us this morning, under orders to push on to Fort Pease as rapidly as possible, the infantry following as fast as it can. Low’s battery goes with the cavalry. The cavalry started at 6 A.M., and we followed at 7, soon passing the cavalry, whose train got stuck in the mud. The two battalions crossed the Great Porcupine at different points, the infantry after crossing it taking at once to the bench lands, while the cavalry continued on up the valley. As a consequence, the order of things was getting rapidly inverted, the infantry going to Fort Pease first, and glorying in their ability to outmarch the D.P.’s; but at this juncture Captain Freeman chivalrously halted his column and let the cavalry go by. We marched twenty-nine miles and made a pleasant camp on the bank of the Yellowstone at 5:30 P.M., the cavalry camping in sight above us, having been able to gain only a mile and a half. We expected the steamboat to pass us today, but it has not appeared.

Throughout the campaign the General has allowed neither drums nor bugles to sound, believing they might be the means of communicating information to the enemy. As a consequence strength of lung has been a very essential qualification in our battalion adjutants, who, when the time for roll-calls or beginning the day’s march arrives, must post themselves in a conspicuous position and bawl out the command loud enough to be heard all over the camp: “Form your companies!” Fortunately the gentlemen officiating in this capacity in their respective battalions have not been wanting in this regard; but still the cheerful rattle and toot of the proscribed instruments has been greatly missed, so much so that one of our officers who met some of the companies of Custer’s command was heard to declare that, favorable as was the general impression they produced on his mind, there was nothing that delighted him more than the refrain of their bugles. Our cavalry comrades have been particularly restless under this prohibition, and it was observed today that no sooner did they cut loose from us than they began to sound their bugles with hearty good will. So much did the buglers glory in their new-found freedom and the mellow notes they poured forth that they exerted themselves fit to crack their throats, and repeated the calls far more freely than was necessary for the mere information of the command. And candor compels me to say that, notwithstanding its dulcet capabilities, the voice of our adjutant shouting his old familiar cry of “Form your companies!” did not begin to produce as pleasant an effect upon the ear as the “sonorous metal” of the cavalry “braying martial sounds.”

Friday, 23: The reveille of the cavalry bugles came sweetly to the ear this morning across the intervening space. Broke camp at 6:05 A.M., and soon came up with the cavalry, who were still in camp but saddling up. Their train had pulled out and had the road ahead of us, and our train was unable to overhaul it, although our teamsters were stimulated to do their best by the promise of a considerable purse that some of our frolicsome infantrymen made up in the interests of a race. The day was excessively hot and there was a deal of dust, making the marching quite disagreeable. The cavalry kept well in advance of us all day, in fact passed quite out of sight. Lieutenant Doane and “Muggins” Taylor, who were scouting ahead, saw several Sioux on the bluffs across the river, and also about a thousand buffalo running at full speed. A considerable number of the latter crossed the river and were intercepted by Lieutenant Doane’s party, who killed several of them. The cavalry supplied themselves liberally with the meat and had the kindness to butcher some also for the infantry, Lieutenant Doane remaining in person to notify us of it and point it out as we came up. We were greatly in need of it, having had very little fresh meat for a considerable period, but Lieutenant Jacobs, our quartermaster, with unaccountable obstinacy and disregard of the men’s welfare, objected to the train halting for the few minutes necessary to take it on, and Captain Freeman yielded the point and passed it by. So we marched into camp and supped on bacon, instead of the excellent buffalo steaks we might have had.

At 5:30 P.M. we camped on the bank of the Yellowstone about a mile below Fort Pease, having marched twenty-two miles. The cavalry had gone on and camped about two miles above the Fort. The steamboat was sighted a few miles below this evening, and will probably be up early tomorrow.

Saturday, 24: The steamer passed our camp at 4:30 A.M., and moved on up to the camp of the cavalry. At 6 A.M. we broke camp and joined the cavalry, and soon afterward the whole command, except Captain Kirtland’s Company (B), were ordered to prepare to march at once with eight days’ rations and a pack train. The cavalry companies were assigned six and the infantry companies four pack-mules each, the train and equipage being left behind guarded by Company B.

About 11 A.M., twelve Crow scouts were carried over the river by steamer to scout up Tullock’s Fork, with orders to proceed until they found a Sioux village or a recent trail. About noon the boat began to ferry over the remainder of the command, the cavalry going first in three trips, the Gatling battery, my detachment, and part of the infantry on the fourth trip, and the remainder of the infantry on the fifth, all being over about 4 P.M. My detachment then passed to the front, and the march began up the Big Horn, just below the mouth of which our landing had been effected. Arriving at Tullock’s Fork, a tributary of the Big Horn, we turned up its valley and at 6 P.M. camped about a mile above its mouth at the foot of a perpendicular wall of rock, having marched about five miles since leaving the boat. General Terry and staff came up and joined us about an hour later; they are provided with common tents - a small wedge-shaped tent - while the command bivouacs in the open air. General Gibbon has been quite sick and is still on the boat, but is expected to join tomorrow.

Just before dark the twelve Crows came whooping down the valley, behaving in such extravagant fashion that all expected some startling disclosure; but it turned out that they had merely seen, six miles up the valley, a buffalo that had been recently wounded with arrows. Their orders had been to go ahead until they found a village, and now after wasting eight hours in advancing ten miles, they return with this paltry piece of news. It was interesting to listen to the comments of some of the “pilgrims” as to the importance to be attached to this momentous intelligence. It really amounted to nothing, as the buffalo might have been wounded by a small war or scouting party a hundred miles from any camp; but the “pilgrims” saw in it positive evidence of the near vicinity of the village we are after. The Crows know better than to attach any such importance to it, but were glad of any subterfuge to return to the protection of the command.

We are now fairly en route to the Indian village, which is supposed to be on the Little Big Horn. It is undoubtedly a large one, and should Custer’s command and ours unite, we, too, will have a large force numbering all told about one thousand men, armed with the splendid breech-loading Springfield rifles and carbines, caliber forty-five, and strengthened by the presence of Low’s battery of three Gatling guns. Should we come to blows it will be one of the biggest Indian battles ever fought on this continent, and the most decisive in its results, for such a force as we shall have if united will be invincible, and the utter destruction of the Indian village, and overthrow of Sioux power will be the certain result. There is not much glory in Indian wars, but it will be worth while to have been present at such an affair as this.

The “Far West” will, if practicable, ascend the Big Horn as far as the mouth of the Little Big Horn, and there await tidings from us.

Sunday, 25: At 4 A.M., in compliance with orders, I sent six Crows up Tullock’s Fork, and half an hour later followed with the remainder of the Crows and my detachment. At 5:30 A.M. the command broke camp and marched two miles up Tullock’s Fork and then turned off to the right into the hills, expecting to find a comparatively level table-land leading to the Little Big Horn. Meanwhile I had ascended the stream nine miles, when I halted to await some indication that I was being followed by the command, and after a long delay was overtaken by a squad of cavalry sent to notify me of the change of route. I soon rejoined, taking a short cut across the hills, and found the command involved in a labyrinth of bald hills and deep, precipitous ravines completely destitute of water. The men had emptied their canteens of the wretched alkali water they started with and were parched with thirst as well as greatly fatigued with clambering over such ground. A worse route could not have been chosen, but destitute of a guide as we are, it is not to be wondered that we entangled ourselves in such a mesh of physical obstacles.

While the command struggled on toward the Big Horn as the nearest point of escape, I executed an order given me by General Terry to scout to a distant ridge on the left of our line of match, from which it was thought the Little Big Horn might be seen and possibly an Indian camp. Reaching the ridge after an exceedingly toilsome march of eight miles over a very rough country, I found myself confronted by another ridge a few miles farther on that completely obstructed the view. Having been ordered not to pass the first ridge, I turned back and overtook the infantry battalion at 6:50 P.M., just as they were going into camp in the valley of the Big Horn. There I learned that some of the Crows who had gone up Tullock’s Fork in the morning had discovered a smoke in the direction of the Little Big Horn, which was thought to indicate the presence of the Sioux village, and the cavalry and Gatling battery, accompanied by General Terry, were pushing on with a view of getting as near it as possible tonight. The infantry, which had already marched twenty-three miles, were to remain in camp for the night and follow in the morning.

I joined the cavalry with my detachment, orders having been left for me to that effect. A brisk rain set in toward evening, and continued to fall in successive showers through the first half of the night. Darkness overtook us still pushing on up the Big Horn, and though the march had been difficult by day, it was doubly so in the darkness of the night. The cavalry officers who scouted up the Big Horn last April were acting as guides, for want of better, and, as their knowledge of the country was far from profound, we were continually encountering serious obstacles to our march - now a precipitous hillside, now a deep ravine. Occasionally, as the head of the column was checked, we would find ourselves closed up in a dense mass, and again, where the path grew narrow, we would stretch out in an attenuated thread, the men in the rear racing desperately after those in front not to lose sight of them in the gloom and be left without a clue to the direction they had taken. Every now and then a long halt was made, as an avenue of escape was sought from some topographical net in which we had become involved.

There was great danger at times, when the column stretched out to an unusual length, that it would become broken and leave us scattered over the country in a dozen bewildered fragments, and once the cry did go up: “The battery is missing!” A halt was made, and after some racing and hallooing the missing guns were set right again, having lost the human thread and so wandered a mile or so out of the way. At another time some of the cavalry went astray and lost half an hour getting back to us.

At length, after hours of such toil, getting out of one difficulty only to plunge into another, the head of the column came plump on the brink of a precipice at whose foot swept the roaring waters of the Big Horn. The water gleamed in front 150 feet below, and to the right hand and to the left the ground broke off into a steep declivity, down which nothing could be seen but forbidding gloom. Our cavalry guides were wholly bewildered, and everybody was tired out, and dripping with wet, and impatient to get somewhere and rest. When General Terry saw the walls of Fort Fisher before him, he knew what to do. He threw his battalions against them, and carried them by storm, and gained a glorious victory and won a star; but when he saw to what a pass we had now come and reflected that every step we took seemed only to render our situation more perplexing, he appeared uncertain and irresolute. For several minutes we sat our horses, looking by turn at the water and into the black ravines, when I ventured to suggest to the General that we trust ourselves to the guidance of Little Face, one of my Crow scouts who had roamed this country as a boy fifty years ago and had previously assured me that he knew every foot of it. Little Face was called up, said he could guide us to a good camping-ground, was accepted as a guide, and led off in the dark with as much confidence as though he was in the full light of day. The aimless, profitless scrambling was over; he conducted us by an easy route a mile or two to the left, where we found ourselves in a commodious valley with water enough in its little channel to suffice for drinking purposes. There was not much grass for the animals, but it was the best we could do without going several miles farther, and so about midnight we halted, unsaddled, and threw our weary forms down on the ground for a little rest, the cavalry having marched about thirty-five miles and my detachment, in consequence of its diversions from the main column, about fifty-five.

Monday, 26: Major Brisbin, who in General Gibbon’s absence commands the column, roused me up this morning at daylight and ordered me out on a scout at once, not allowing my men to get any breakfast. As I had traveled some twenty miles farther yesterday than anybody else, so that my horses were tired and my men hungry, it struck me as rather rough treatment. I was too much vexed to hurry much, and did not get off till 4 A.M., having sent six Crows ahead half an hour earlier. My orders were to scout to the Little Big Horn, looking out for Sioux sign and sending back word of any important discoveries. Having advanced about three miles, we entered a valley cut by a dry creek, and here came upon the fresh tracks of four ponies. As we entered the ravine, we had seen a heavy smoke rising in our front, apparently fifteen or twenty miles away, and I at once concluded we were approaching the Sioux village and that the trail had been made by a party of scouts therefrom.

Sending back a written report of the discovery, I took the trail of the four supposed Sioux in the hope of catching them in the Big Horn valley, toward which the trail led and where we thought they might have camped, as there was no convenient way of leaving the valley into which they had gone except that by which they had entered it.

At the distance of less than two miles the trail struck the river, and we found that they had there crossed, leaving behind a horse and several articles of personal equipment, indicating that they had fled in great haste. An examination of the articles disclosed to our great surprise that they belonged to some of the Crows whom I had furnished to General Custer at the mouth of the Rosebud, which rendered it probable that the supposed Sioux were some of our own scouts who had for some reason left Custer’s command and were returning to the Crow agency. While speculating upon the circumstance, three men were discovered on the opposite side of the Big Horn about two miles away, apparently watching our movements. We at once signaled to them with blankets that we were friends, for a long time to no purpose, but when we were about to give up and seek some other method of communicating with them, they responded by kindling a fire that sent up a small column of smoke, indicating that they had seen signals and trusted our assurances. We gathered wet sage-brush and assured them with a similar smoke, and soon afterwards they came down to the river and talked across the stream with Little Face and one or two more of the scouts who went down to meet them. While the interview went on, I kept the remainder of the detachment on the bluffs. Presently our Indians turned back and, as they came, shouted out at the top of their voices a doleful series of cries and wails that the interpreter, Bravo, explained was a song of mourning for the dead. That it boded some misfortune there was no doubt; and when they came up, shedding copious tears and appearing pictures of misery, it was evident that the occasion was of no common sort. Little Face in particular wept with a bitterness of anguish such as I have rarely seen. For awhile he could not speak, but at last composed himself and told his story in a choking voice, broken with frequent sobs. As he proceeded, the Crows one by one broke off from the group of listeners and going aside a little distance sat down alone, weeping and chanting that dreadful mourning song, and rocking their bodies to and fro. They were the first listeners to the horrid story of the Custer massacre, and, outside of the relatives and personal friends of the fallen, there were none in this horrified nation of forty millions of people to whom the tidings brought greater grief. The three men over the river were in truth a portion of the six scouts furnished to General Custer from my detachment; and this is the story they had told to Little Face:

After Custer left the mouth of the Rosebud, he had followed the Indian trail and yesterday struck the village on the Little Big Horn, the Sioux warriors letting him get close to the village and then sallying forth in overwhelming numbers to meet him, defeating his command, and destroying all but a small portion, who had been driven into the hills and surrounded by the Sioux, where the Crows had left them fighting desperately. The corpses of Custer’s men were strewn all over the country, and it was probable before this that the last one was killed, as it was impossible for the party who had taken refuge in the hills to hold out for long, for the Sioux immensely outnumbered them and were attacking them in dense masses on all sides. Of the six Crows who had gone with Custer, two - White Swan and Half Yellow Face - were killed, and another - Curly - was missing and probably also killed. The fighting had occurred at the point where the smoke was then rising in our front. It was a terrible, terrible story, so different from the outcome we had hoped for this campaign, and I no longer wondered at the demonstrative sorrow of the Crows. My men listened to it with eager interest, betrayed none of the emotion of the Crows, but looking at each other with white faces in pained silence, too full of the dreadful recital to utter a word. Did we doubt the tale? I could not; there was an undefined vague something about it, unlooked for though it was, that commanded assent, and the most I could do was to hope that in the terror of the three fugitives from the fatal field their account of the disaster was somewhat overdrawn. But that there had been a disaster - a terrible disaster- I felt assured.

It was my duty to report it to General Terry, and being a matter of such importance I resolved to make the report in person, as I now saw the head of the column appear over the ridge a couple of miles away. I therefore rode back until I met the command, which was halted just before I came up, and narrated to the General the ghastly details as I had received them from Little Face. He was surrounded by his staff and accompanied by General Gibbon, who had that morning joined, and for a moment there were blank faces and silent tongues and no doubt heavy hearts in that group, just as there had been among the auditors of Little Face at its rehearsal by him. But presently the voice of doubt and scorning was raised, the story was sneered at, such a catastrophe it was asserted was wholly improbable, nay, impossible; if a battle had been fought, which was condescendingly admitted might have happened, then Custer was victorious, and these three Crows were dastards who had fled without awaiting the result and told this story to excuse their cowardice. General Terry took no part in these criticisms, but sat on his horse silent and thoughtful, biting his lower lip and looking to me as though he by no means shared in the wholesale skepticism of the flippant members of his staff. My imagination was busy supplying to my mind his train of thought, and it ran like this: “The story may not be true, when we have only to push on according to the original plan. It may be true, and it then becomes our duty to hasten to the rescue of the miserable remnant of Custer’s command surrounded on the hills. If the savages have been able to destroy Custer’s noble six hundred, what can we hope to accomplish with our paltry four? But we will do the best we can and rescue the wretched survivors or perish ourselves in the attempt.” And as though it were the seal of authenticity to this bold attempt to divine the workings of his mind, he cried, “Forward!” and once more the column was in motion toward the foe. My duty there was done, and taking a rapid gait, I soon gained my proper distance in front as advance guard.

The infantry had remained in camp last night twelve miles back and at 5 A.M. resumed the march, coming up with the cavalry toward noon, having been greatly delayed by the pack-train. The whole column then advanced together, and having crossed the dry creek, where I now found the trail, and the rugged divide separating it from the Little Big Horn, entered the valley of that stream. The heavy smoke was now continually in view, and notwithstanding the stiffened limbs of the infantry, in consequence of their hard march yesterday, the prospect of an early arrival at the village and a brush with the Indians imparted a wonderful animation to their movements and urged them on at a rapid gait. After passing up the valley a few miles, the column crossed to the left bank and soon afterward halted to allow the men to rest and make coffee.

The three Crows who had escaped from Custer’s battlefield promised to recross the Big Horn and rejoin the command, provided some of their comrades waited for them, and partly on this account and partly to allow them time to recover from their grief, I permitted all the Crows to remain behind when the column passed the point where we had received news of Custer’s overthrow. Bravo, the interpreter, stayed with them, and as he was frightened nearly out of his wits by the unfortunate tidings and anxious to avoid going on, he no sooner saw us fairly out of the way than he exerted himself to induce the Crows to abandon the expedition, representing to them that some of our officers had said we no longer wanted their services. Several of the best Crows were opposed to such a measure, but Bravo, aided by some of the malcontents among them, carried the point against such, and the whole body were seen by some of the officers at the rear of the column to mount and gallop away together. They recrossed the river and proceeded straight to the Crow agency.

During our afternoon rest, citizens Bostwick and Taylor were sent forward by different routes toward the village to reconnoiter and communicate with Custer should he prove to be in possession. While they were still absent and after we had rested about two hours, the column was again, at 5 P.M., put in march up the valley, my detachment in advance. After advancing about two miles, I discovered several ponies on my left front, towards the river, and taking Corporal Abbott with me, moved over to investigate. They proved to be five in number, evidently strays from the village, and taking possession of them, I sent them back to the column. Not long afterward I discovered three or four mounted men about two miles in advance, and at once deployed my detachment as skirmishers; and soon afterward Bostwick came into view down the valley galloping at full speed. As he came up, he paused long enough to say that he had proceeded cautiously up the valley for several miles until all at once he came plump on a considerable body of Indians. Not caring to cultivate their acquaintance nearer, he turned short about and retreated at the best speed of his horse.

It was now sufficiently evident that we had Indians in our front, and the column advanced slowly in fighting order, the Gatling battery and three companies of cavalry in column on the right, four companies of infantry in column on the left, and one company of infantry and the pack-mules in the center - a part of the infantry company at the head and part at the rear of the packs. Generals Terry and Gibbon with their staffs rode at the head of the column, Lieutenant Roe with his company of cavalry being advanced half a mile or so on the bluffs to the right, while I moved abreast of him on the left up the valley, passing through the timber that grew in occasional clumps along the stream.

As we advanced, I continually saw Indians up the valley and on the bluffs to the right, riding about singly and in groups of two, three, half a dozen, and more. Once they appeared to the number of seventy-five or a hundred on a distant hill, and not long afterwards several rifle shots rang out from the bluffs where Roe was advancing, and a few shots were exchanged by the Indians and a few of our eager men who pushed to the front. One circumstance caused me a good deal of disquietude, and that was that the Indians were evidently massing in the timber at a narrow place in the valley, with the apparent intention of resisting at that point our further advance. Squad after squad of mounted savages galloped down the slope of the hills into this grove until I estimated that not less than a hundred had entered it after we came into view; and how many other hundreds might already have been there or entered by some other way could only be conjectured. As I had this timber to go through with my detachment, it was not pleasant to think of the storm of bullets that would undoubtedly be hurled into our faces as we rode up to its dark border or of the painted hundreds that would rise suddenly on all sides of us, as we got fairly entangled within its recess, and cut off the whole of us in a moment. I have been in several engagements and participated in several charges upon intrenched positions, but in my whole career as a soldier never did anything call for so much nerve as the riding slowly up with eleven men, half a mile from the rest of the column, on this body of ambushed warriors. My men sat their saddles with pale faces but closed lips with stern determination, expecting in a few minutes more to be shot down, but resolved not to flinch though the cost were death.

Meanwhile Lieutenant Roe was advancing on the bluffs and from his elevated position could see a long line of moving dark objects defiling across the prairie from the Little Big Horn toward the Big Horn, as if the village were in motion, retreating before us. But between him and them was a numerous body of warriors, estimated by some observers as high as three hundred men. Those nearest him appeared to be clothed in blue uniforms, and carried guidons, forming in line, breaking into column, and otherwise maneuvering like a body of cavalry. Under the impression that they might be members of Custer’s command a sergeant and three men were sent forward several hundred yards, and when well advanced, the sergeant left his men and approached them along to within hailing distance; but calling out to them was quickly undeceived as to their character by receiving a volley in response that caused him to retire hastily. About this time Taylor returned from his attempt to reach the village (beleaguered cavalrymen), having, like Bostwick, encountered Indians but not escaping without being fired upon.

My detachment was now drawing near the timber in which the Indians were ambushed, and we were nerving ourselves for the expected annihilation when the column halted, and I, too, halted, something like a quarter of a mile from the timber. At this moment several horses emerged from the timber and came directly toward us, some of the men asserting that they bore riders, but it was now twilight and I could not tell with certainty. Bostwick and Will Logan saw these horses from the bluffs and resolved to attempt their capture. The horses had stopped about halfway between my line and the timber, but Bostwick and Will boldly passed in the rear and drove them toward my line, having been close under the guns of the ambushed Sioux, who could easily have picked them off had they chosen to fire. But probably expecting soon to get my detachment in range, they forebore to do so, and the venturesome fellows got off safe and conducted their booty to the camp - four good Indian ponies.

Lieutenant Burnett soon rode up to inform me that camp was forming, and that I was to remain where I was until the cavalry companies ceased watering and then join the command. This was very welcome intelligence, indeed, as it saved us from riding into the dreaded ambush and seemed like a gift of our lives, The cavalry companies were watering a few hundred yards in our rear and finished soon after dark, and we then returned, finding the command bivouacked in the valley midway between the stream and the bluffs and about a half a mile from each. No fires were allowed, and we lay upon our arms, arranged in a square, but with a very weak face indeed down the river, that side, I believe, being occupied by only a guard of twenty-odd men. The animals were secured within the square. The halt was made at 9 P.M., the infantry having marched thirty miles, the remainder of the command about eighteen. The steamboat is working its way up the Big Horn, having touched this morning at the point where the infantry camped last night. General Gibbon remained with it up to that time and then came on and joined the command early in the day.

Before retiring, the officers assembled in groups and talked over the events of the day. I found that a majority of the infantry officers placed confidence in the report brought by the Crows of Custer’s overthrow, and were prepared for unpleasant disclosures upon the morrow. Some of the cavalry officers also shared in this conviction, but the majority of them and about all of the staff were wholly skeptical and still had faith that Custer had been victorious if he had fought at all. So obstinate is human nature in some of its manifestations that there were actually men in the command who lay down to sleep that night in the firm conviction, notwithstanding all the disclosures of the day, that there was not an Indian in our front and that the men seen were members of Custer’s command. They could explain ingeniously every circumstance that had a contrary look, and to argue with them was worse than useless. Some of the cavalry officers had a theory that a great mistake was committed in not sending them forward with a dash, when the Indians were first discovered, to hack the enemy in infinitesimal mince-meat. They still, months later, adhere to this position, and I therefore take this occasion to give my testimony that such a proceeding would have been in the highest degree absurd. Had they been sent, they had the spirit to go forward gallantly, but there were Indians enough in the timber and on the hills before them, in chosen positions of great strength, to have cut them all to pieces and driven them back in ruinous disorder. From subsequent examination of the ground I am convinced that there were not less than a thousand of these ambushed savages, with plenty more to co-operate with them, and not only would they have easily defeated the cavalry, but they would have given our whole command a desperate fight had we advanced that evening another mile. Their village was retreating, and they were there to cover it, and it was only for lack of an hour or two more of daylight that we did not come upon them in force and prove once more the terrific gallantry with which they can fight under such an incitement as the salvation of their all.

[CN] 3.8
 [CT] JOHN BURKMAN: INTERVIEW WITH WALTER CAMP, UNDATED

Walter Camp mss field notes. Box 4, Brigham Young University

Was Custer’s horse Vic found dead on the battlefield? Don’t know. In dispute. Burkman did not go to Custer Ridge, but never heard at the time that Custer’s horse was found dead on the battlefield…Did he ever hear tell of a note in Cooke’s hand? Yes. Talk over with Burkman Thompson and Watson and ask if he ever heard anything of their straggling back. Never heard it before I told him…

Says Vic had three white stockings and a bald face. He was a light sorrel. [Custer carried a] Remington rifle, octagon barrel, 50 caliber, and English bulldog revolver and bowie knife was his equipment. He carried no sword. Vickory carried regimental colors. Dandy was dark brown with a little blaze of white in the forehead. Custer rode him since 1868. Dandy died at Monroe, Michigan, in 1890. One of his shoes is in the sisters’ convent in Monroe, Michigan. About the note in Cooke’s hand, Burkman heard it lay under Cooke’s thigh and was handed to Lieut. Nowlan. Nowlan and Cooke roomed together and were very friendly.

Corpl. Teeman of F Troop. His body lay with blouse over his face…Says Isaiah Dorman came to Ft. Pierre with Gen. Harney in 1859. He lay dead with his breast full of arrows and an iron picket pin driven through his bag into the ground, pinning him to the ground…

Says last camp on the Rosebud was on a level place of ground not near any bluff. The camp made at 2 a.m. 6/25 was at the mouth of a dry creek.





[CN] 3.9
 [CT] CHEYENNE PARTICIPANTS: STORIES FROM THE HOSTILES

The following narratives are from Cheyenne participants in the fights on the Little Horn. An excerpt from Walter Camp’s notes featuring information given by Two Moon(s) is included, as is the interview upon which Camp supposedly based his notes, but Two Moon’s lengthier narrative from 1898 is given a section unto itself in Appendix 3.109.

I have kept both my editing and commentary to a minimum, except in those cases where I have rewritten the material into a narrative. In those cases, I have obviously edited the material more than somewhat, but I have not omitted or changed any of the pertinent information and I have attempted to retain or relate the tone and feeling of the account.

WEASEL BEAR FROM THE HUNTS’ “I FOUGHT WITH CUSTER” 1938.

Weasel Bear was about 18 years of age at the Little Horn.

…Late in the spring of 1876 a rumor came to our camp that the white soldiers were coming out to put us on a reservation. This we did not like. And when the grass was high enough to feed our ponies and let them get strong, we moved up Tongue River with the idea of joining Sitting Bull on the Greasy Grass (Little Big Horn) [this must have been in June]. About a week before we moved to join Sitting Bull, we received word that some white soldiers were coming from the south to fight the Sioux. So word was sent to Crazy Horse. We Cheyenne had fifty-seven in our band [that is, in Weasel Bear’s band], and we made a forced ride, and surprised the soldiers at the Big Bend of the Rosebud. In this fight the Great Spirit was with us, and we whipped the white soldiers [Crook] and drove them back south and they did not molest us anymore.

After this fight our two villages moved over to the Greasy Grass and joined the Sioux, who were led by their great chief, Sitting Bull. We Cheyennes [that is, that particular group] were led by Two Moons.

I had been herding horses down the river from our camp when some one came out shouting, “The soldiers are coming.” I helped drive the pony herd back west, and then galloped to my tepee and got my gun. Reno’s men had dismounted by this time, and were lying down in skirmish line. We charged, and soon Reno mounted and led his men on the run from the edge of the woods. He crossed the river and rode up a steep bank to a hill. Some of us started after the soldiers.

Then Chief Little Wolf rode among us shouting, “Come back! More soldiers are going to attack us down the river” [it is generally felt that Little Wolf and his band did not arrive until the evening of the 25th or, in some accounts, the morning of the 26th, they being the party which trailed after the troops up Davis and down Ash creeks]. My friend Kills-in-the-Night had lost his horse, and I got him up behind me, and we rode as fast as we could. We crossed the river and followed a ridge. We saw a loose horse, and my friend dropped off my horse and caught this one. There was lots of dust, and pretty soon much smoke from the guns.

We ran into some soldiers and I had my horse killed. At the same time I was shot through the foot and the shoulder. I lay there stunned. Then my friend, Kills-in-the-Night, came and picked me up, and we went on into the fight. It was soon over after that. There were Indians all around the white men, and we finally ran over them…Early that night there were reports that more soldiers were coming up the Greasy Grass. Next morning I joined my band across the river where we fought Reno’s men some more. My foot was swollen and pained me, but I kept it pulled up with a rope. A little after noon we broke camp and went up the river toward the Big Horn Mountains…

LITTLE WOLF FROM WALTER CAMP’S FIELD NOTES 1918.

…When Custer was first seen he was opposite Ford B in Medicine Tail Coulee traveling parallel with river, soldiers deployed and seemingly trying to circle the camp. After he passed Medicine Tail Coulee Indians followed him. Only one [skirmish line] on Custer ridge was from C to D. I [company] was there. Lame White Man charged them here and chased them to Keogh where he (Lame White Man) was killed. From D to G no line, soldiers moving right along [see the note regarding Little Wolf’s movements supra].

TWO MOON FROM WALTER CAMP’S NOTES, SUPPOSEDLY BASED UPON STATEMENTS MADE TO RICHARD THROSSEL 1907.

…As soon as he took a hand, Reno’s men were forced from their position in the timber and soon were retreating. He says that one soldier (Lieut. McIntosh) was having troubles with his horse, which seemed determined to go at a right angle with the direction of the course of the fleeing troops, instead of along with them. In this way, his men easily overtook the soldier and knocked him off his horse with a stone hammer [McIntosh was killed during the retreat when a horse given to him by a trooper apparently got tangled up in its picket rope]…

Considerable numbers of Sioux had already gone over the river at Ford B and as Custer drew near they disappeared into ravines to the northward. Custer and his men rode up nearly to the river on their horses and were being fired upon by the Sioux posted along the west bank. Here Custer stopped momentarily, and, supposing that he would cross, the Sioux began to appear on his right and rear. He says that here some soldiers were killed and were afterward dragged into the village, dismembered and burned [almost all other accounts state that no soldiers were taken into the village]

Custer now turned and charged down the river at Indians who were opposing him, and his (Two Moon’s) warriors had by this time arrived in large force with their horses. He therefore forded and followed in Custer’s rear, the soldiers fighting on foot, in two wings, with the lead horses between them. As Custer passed onto high ground the Cheyennes split and passed into ravines surrounding the soldiers. Heavy firing was poured into the soldiers from all sides, and as successive charges were made, some part of the troops was wiped out.

TWO MOON FROM AN INTERVIEW PUBLISHED IN THE BILLINGS GAZETTE, 2 JULY 1911

The Camp notes from which the immediately preceding excerpts were made were themselves apparently rewritten from interview notes provided to Camp by Richard Throssel, a Crow Indian, who interviewed Two Moon in 1907, 1909, or perhaps 1910. The Gazette article of 2 July 1911, from which the following account is taken, does not mention the date, but a 1961 reprint suggests that the interview took place in the fall of 1910. Camp’s notes indicate that the source was a 1907 interview with Throssel, but it is likely that Throssel only interviewed Two Moon once and that that interview was the source for both Camp and the Gazette article. In the penultimate sentence of the Gazette transcript, Two Moon says that he was 41 when he came to their “northern land” and has been there for 26 years, making him 67 years of age at the time. This would indicate that the interview actually took place in 1909, Two Moon having been born in 1842. It is intriguing to compare the true account with Camp’s rewritten notes and even more interesting to compare it with the Garland narrative in Appendix B7.340. It is also fascinating to note that Two Moon is persistent in presenting himself in a stature that he never held at the time of the battle [see notes regarding his status as a chief which accompany the Garland narrative]. Of course it is just as provocative to see the extent to which Camp altered what Two Moon said to Throssel. This is a prime example of a highly respected historian veneering his own ideas onto the fibers of another’s story.

…That morning I remember well. We were going to have a dance, but it did not come off. All were preparing for all the dancers to gather, when another chief came and told our haranguer to call off the dance [in fact the dance was held the previous night and is mentioned in some other Cheyenne accounts]. I started to get my horses to drive them to the river for water, and as I went back onto the hills, I looked up the valley and saw a great dust coming. Puzzled over its meaning, I went on and took my horses to the river, then back to the hills from where I saw the first fight commence. I realized the soldiers were here, and instead of a dance it was to be a fight.

I rode swiftly to my tepee and told my brother-in-law to go and get the horses quick. Down the valley came the sound of many guns going, and the camp begun to show alarm…The men were hurriedly going to the fight, preparing as they went.

I caught a white horse, and gathering my weapons, started slowly up the valley towards the Sioux camp. I called to the fleeing ones [women and children] to go slow and take their time, for I would keep the soldiers out of camp. By the time I reached where they were fighting, quite a lot of my warriors were ready and gathering also.

The soldiers had come to the edge of the Sioux camp, got off their horses and gone into the brush and timber. The Sioux had stopped their charge. I rode in front of my warriors and told them that today we had to win the fight or I would die. Wheeling my horse and calling them to follow, I charged through the soldiers [this event is pure unadulterated fiction - there is not one miniscule shred of evidence for any charge by any Indian through the troops either in the open or in the timber]. Then the soldiers went back (retreated) and as they went, one man left the rest and started across the valley in the opposite direction. I followed and knocked him off his horse [see Camp supra]. The rest crossed the river and started up the bluffs with the warriors all around them. The pack drivers came up at the same time.

I caught a soldier’s horse soon the fight started. It had many cartridges and other things tied to it. There was round can on him, too, and it was half full of whiskey…

And I rode back to quiet the camp, and rode around calling the victory, and telling the warriors to get ready for the big fight. About the time we were ready and preparing to mount, we saw another bunch of soldiers coming down a draw towards the camp. It was Custer.

Again there was much excitement for we knew we had to fight. We hurriedly crossed the river, and some went up and some down, to get on each side of where the soldiers were intending to come. They came to the edge and stopped; then almost in an instant the guns commenced to go, increasing to a roar like thunder. Custer had started his last fight.

They dismounted and slowly moved back up the ridge with their horses on the inside and the soldiers around them. We circled around and around. We had them surrounded, and first the Sioux and then the Cheyennes would charge them. In our first big charge, when all swept in together, nearly one whole band was killed. (From the location and the grouping of the markers on the field, it appears that this was Company I, under Captain Keogh) [This would seem to indicate that the interview was on the ground, otherwise on what basis did Throssel make this conjecture?]. I rode back through my men telling them to fight hard and shoot good, and prepare for the next big charge.

In the next big charge, when we all went in together, they were done fighting in a little bit. The grey bunch were last killed [A.E. Smith’s Company E]. Custer was a brave man. I give him credit for attacking a people that vastly outnumbered his - but something was the matter with his men. They did not run nor seek shelter, but stayed right out in the open where it was easy to shoot them down. Any ordinary bunch of men would have dropped into a watercourse, or a draw, where they could have fought for a long time [see the Garland account]. They acted and shot like something was wrong with them. They surely had too much of that whiskey. That bunch of men should have fought for a long time, but it did not take long to kill them all [Two Moon’s narratives are so much at variance in important details with those of virtually every other Indian informant that it is impossible to understand why some researchers spend so much time analyzing them and using them to back up some pet theory. They are so overstated and self-aggrandizing that one could be forgiven for wondering if he was even there]…

WHITE BULL FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH WALTER CAMP 1910

This account is given in Camp’s words, from his interview notes and this Cheyenne should not be confused with the Mnicoujou of the same name, who was made famous by Stanley Vestal, or the Hunkpapa of the same name who was killed at the Little Horn. The more famous White Bull’s stories are given in Appendix 3.115.

…Camp at time of Crook fight was near Second Fork of Reno [Ash] Creek. There were some white rocky bluffs there. His horse gave out and he did not get to Crook fight but saw it at a distance. Did not pursue Crook because ponies worn out. One Cheyenne was killed and another wounded in this fight.

Did not learn of approach of soldiers until Reno attacked. Did not get into Custer fight until it was nearly over. Says (and so does Tall Bull) that many of Custer’s soldiers acted like men intoxicated or beside themselves as they fired into the air without taking aim. Did not try to crush Reno because thought could starve him out and in this way not lose men recklessly charging the fortifications which protected the soldiers, and did not know how many soldiers were there. When Terry approached thought had better retire. Says the Cheyennes had about 200 tepees and 3,000 people…

TALL BULL FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH WALTER CAMP 1910.

This account is given mainly in Camp’s words with quotations from Tall Bull interspersed throughout.

“…When fought Crook June 17th our camp was at lone tepee. When heard soldiers to south we left the women and children in camp and traveled all night and reached headwaters Rosebud about daylight next morning. Did not follow up Crook because thought had done enough for one day and did not know Crook in such a bad fix. Did not expect soldiers would follow us as far as Little Bighorn.”

Cheyenne call Little Bighorn Goat River. Cheyenne village at north end of camp…Tall Bull says there were 3,000 population in Cheyenne village. Head chiefs Little Bighorn: Two Moons, White Bull, and Lame White Man, who was killed [the principal chiefs were Old Bear and Dirty Moccasins, with Crazy Head next in standing. Two Moons was a minor chief of the Fox warriors; Lame White Man was the leading chief of the Elk warriors. White Bull was also known as Ice Bear and was a chief with a substantial following]. Only part of Cheyennes and Sioux got into Reno fight in bottoms. Cheyennes did not learn soldiers coming until Reno attacked. The Sioux may have known of approach of soldiers but Cheyennes did not.

After returning from Reno, women going over east to get on high ground to overlook Reno fight discovered Custer coming [this is contrary to most evidence which says women and children fled to north and west on the village side of Little Horn]. Custer got onto flat near Ford B within easy gunshot of village, and Indians drove him back.

“By time I got there had driven soldiers to first rise,” (where Foley lay) “and they were going up the ridge to right of Custer Coulee [Deep Coulee] and Indians driving them.”

“The men who had not horses to go to Reno first began the attack on Custer, and I did not see the first of it. Soldiers did not make any charge on Indians.” He is very clear that Custer was driven farther and farther back from river. Soldiers fell back from river. Some mounted and some on foot and not in very good order. Heard the volleys. The first was at beginning of fight at C (Finley marker). The last was at G. Gray horses all mixed up with the bays.

“I was near H and heard a big war whoop that soldiers were coming. Soldiers came on foot and ran right through us into deep gully, and this was the last of the fight, and the men were killed in this gully.” Tall Bull says that some of the men who ran from the edge of the ridge to the gully were firing their guns at random. Tall Bull has been several times on battlefield in recent years and knows ground well and is apparently honest in his statements.

After Little Bighorn went up Little Bighorn to near Sheridan and across to Rosebud and down Rosebud…The Slim Buttes fight was with a small party of Sioux who were detached from the main Indian camp, and they were out deer hunting. At that time there were ten or a dozen small detached parties of Indians out hunting…

WOLF TOOTH, BLACK HORSE, LIGHTNING, LITTLE SUN, TWIN WOMAN, OLD BULL, WHITE WOLF, PLENTY CROWS, SPOTTED ELK, SPOTTED BLACKBIRD, HANGING WOLF, BEAVER HEART, CROOKED NOSE, YELLOW NOSE, ET. AL. IN INTERVIEWS WITH JOHN STANDS IN TIMBER OVER THE COURSE OF MANY YEARS

John Stands in Timber was for many years the best known of the unofficial historians of the Cheyennes. His information came from a multitude of tribal sources. Those shown above were the most prominent in providing information on the Little Horn fights. Wolf Tooth, Stands in Timber’s step-grandfather, was perhaps his principal source for details of the old days and the old fights. Lame White Man was his grandfather and was killed in the Custer fight.

In 1967, a volume titled Cheyenne Memories was published under the authorship of Stands in Timber and Margot Liberty [refer to B2.152] with the assistance of Robert M. Utley. Although less than 10% of the book is given over to an account of the Little Horn, that section is extremely valuable, as it contains details not given in other accounts and is, in fact, almost directly opposed to other accounts. Stands in Timber’s version of events does not dwell on the Reno fight, which was not a Cheyenne fight and contains nothing referring to the classic Calhoun/Keogh sites or to the more recent Luce, Greasy Grass and Blummer/Nye-Cartwright Ridges. Indeed, one would be hard pressed to find any reference to fighting except in the South Skirmish Line and Custer Hill areas.

Stands in Timber also gave some valuable information in interviews with Margot Liberty and with Don Rickey Jr.,[see Appendix 3.103]. In the following account based upon all of the available Stands in Timber material, I have edited the material severely and rewritten it into narrative form, in order to present the most important information in a format more easily digested. Serious researchers should refer to the original materials.

The Indians camped on the Little Horn knew that troops were in the field against them - they had, after all, fought against Crook just a week before - but they did not know when or where the soldiers might find them. Some informants state that Custer’s column was known to be on the Rosebud, and had been seen there on 24 June.

The various tribal chiefs had decided to prevent the young men from precipitating a fight by sallying out in fits of bravado, and had arranged for the camp to be secured by the Indian soldier societies. Despite their precautions, a group of forty or fifty warriors, including Wolf Tooth, had managed to sneak out during the night/morning of 24/25 June. It was this group which saw Custer’s initial movements, at the same time that Reno was attacking at the Hunkpapa end of the village.

Reno’s attack was a complete surprise, and created panic and confusion, even among the Cheyennes who were considerably distant from the point of attack. Although most of the Cheyennes were too far away to get ready and get into the Reno fight, a few did; and Stands in Timber wrote that a warrior named Beaver Heart saw Reno’s troops make a stand in some timber. They were almost wiped out, he said, and they took a run for safety along the edge of the timber and then tried to cut across the river. The spot the soldiers picked, or which may have been forced upon them, was a bad crossing. Many of the soldiers were killed in trying to get away; but some finally made it up to Reno Hill. It was just about that time that Custer was going in at the other end of the village.

The warrior group previously mentioned had crossed over the Little Horn not too far south of the present junction of Highways 212 and 97 during the night, and, after waiting until they thought they were safe from being spotted by the camp policemen, had made a big circuit to the north and east, following a creek which flows down to the Little Horn [just to make matters a little more confusing, this creek is marked Custer Creek on Stands in Timber’s map].

According to Wolf Tooth, they were signaled by a lone Sioux warrior from a lower ridge and when they went down to him were told that soldiers were going down toward the Cheyenne village. This was Custer’s column, and it was going down not at Medicine Tail Coulee, but below where the cemetery is now [see maps].

The warrior group sped back up the hills and came up on top of one of the ridges back from the Little Horn and saw Custer’s column going along the ridge toward the river. The warriors were totally oblivious to the Reno fight which had already taken place at the other end of the village. The Indians split into two groups, one of which followed the troops, the other dropping down behind a point to try to cut them off.

The warriors were able to catch up with the rear of Custer’s command as it was still moving down, and the group that had been following came around on the opposite side from their comrades, putting warriors on either side of the troops. The Indians related that the troops opened fire on them and that this was the first skirmish of what became the Custer battle [note that it occurred above the cemetery, not anywhere near Medicine Tail].

The shooting did not amount to much and did not last long. The warriors were not strong enough to try to get in close to the troops, and after a short time both bunches retreated back to the hills. At the same time, the last of the soldiers crossed the south end of the ridge where the monument now stands.

According to these Cheyenne accounts, the soldiers moved down to the present cemetery site, and the bunch of warriors came to where the monument stands and fired down at the troops below them. The troops started moving down toward the river again, so the Indians’ fire was ineffective. But some warriors had come across the river from the Cheyenne camp and these began firing at the troops from the brush along the river on the battlefield side. This firing checked the advance of the troops, who swung around and went back the way they had come. The soldiers halted at the present cemetery site and waited there for what was described as a long time - twenty minutes or more [which in the circumstances, was not only a long time, but rather difficult to explain in retrospect].

Hanging Wolf said that one soldier was unhorsed in the firing from the river bottom, but that he was not hurt and was taken along by the other soldiers. More and more Indians were crossing the river, using whatever fords would take them over quickly and safely. The soldiers moved back toward the higher ridge [Battle Ridge] but were not pressured to do so by the Indians. At least one of the observers thought that the troops could have marched down the river and joined forces with Reno on the hill, but said that they waited too long to do so, for the number of warriors was growing dramatically by the minute. Many of these warriors got up behind the long ridge where the monument stands, joining Wolf Tooth and the others already there.

Custer, they say, went into a big basin below the monument, and the soldiers of the gray horse troop dismounted and moved up on foot. There were hundreds of Indians above them, and the firing was getting heavy from down below. Wolf Tooth said that they were all firing at the Custer men from the ridge and from below, when a Sioux runner came along, telling them to watch for a charge by the suicide boys up from the river side, and to jump in when the boys charged.

The previous night, some 20 Sioux and Cheyenne young men had taken impressive suicide vows in a special ceremony. These young men pledged themselves to give their lives in inspirational deeds in the battle that was to come sometime in the future. They couldn’t have known that it would come so soon. The names of the Cheyenne youths are revered in Cheyenne songs and history: Little Whirlwind, Noisy Walking, Cut Belly, and Closed Hand. These four died in the battle.

Wolf Tooth said that the suicide boys rode up from the river to the level ground near the present museum site. Some of them charged in among the gray horses, driving them in wild confusion, while the remainder made straight for where the troops were making their stand. This was the beginning of the hand-to-hand fighting. When the soldiers started shooting at the charging warriors, the Indians on the higher ground charged down among the soldiers, some of whom broke and ran along the edge under the top of the ridge. Some of the soldiers went on one side and some on the other side of the ridge; but none of them got very far.

Stands in Timber says that it was quite a mess at the finish. No one could tell who was who or which end was up, everything was so mixed up - horses and men - horses running over troopers and Indians, men shooting at whatever moved in front of them. For the Indians it was easier than fighting at long range, for at long range, the soldiers could take aim and their firing was more effective. When it got to hand-to-hand fighting, the advantage shifted to the warriors - not because they were any more skilled or experienced in this, but because they had the weapons suitable for this type of combat.

When a soldier emptied his revolver, he rarely had time to reload before a warrior was at him. And so the combat would be between a soldier with a small club, his empty revolver, and a warrior with a much bigger war club or a hatchet, or even a captured guidon to use as a lance. Some of the soldiers used their carbines as clubs, and one Sioux saw a soldier swing so hard that he not only knocked down the Indian attacking him but fell over himself from the force of the blow.

After the suicide boys made their charge, the fight did not last long. Stands in Timber writes, that a half hour covered the hand-to-hand fighting. Some of the warriors credited the charge of the suicide boys with changing the character of the fight from long-range to close quarters and therefore turning the tide in favor of the Indians. Otherwise, they said, it might have ended up much like the Reno fight. They also said that if Custer had kept going he could have joined up with Reno back on that hill, but they figured he thought that he could stand them off and win the day.

Stands in Timber says that many Indians went up to the battlefield after it was all over bringing in their dead or getting things from the bodies of the soldiers. He never heard who damaged the bodies up there. Many people admitted to taking things, and a few stated that they had taken scalps, but nobody would say anything about mutilations - those who had relatives at Sand Creek might have done plenty. He thinks nobody would admit to what they did to those bodies up there for fear of reprisals and repercussions.

His own grandfather, Lame White man was killed in the fight, and was scalped by some Sioux who mistook him for a government scout because he had not had time to dress properly for the fight. Wooden Leg was mistaken in his description of Lame White Man “in his book” [refer to B2.112.] and he was also mistaken about the soldiers committing mass suicide and being drunk. Stands in Timber says that Wooden Leg admitted as much and one time when being interviewed laughed and said: “There were just too many Indians. The soldiers did their best. If they had been drunk they would not have killed as many as they did.” But “it was in the book.”

Stands in Timber heard that the Sioux lost sixty-six and the Cheyennes just seven, but says that there might have been more.

[CN] 3.10
 [CT] PATRICK CORCORAN: INTERVIEW WITH WALTER CAMP, UNDATED

Walter Camp mss field notes, envelope 130 [unclassified] Indiana University, Lilly Library

About Dennis Lynch giving up his horse. Is he sure it was Lynch and how long had he known him? Very sure. Knew him well. Did Lynch go from boat to battle- field when Terry came up? Don’t know. At Rosebud on June 22 was Corcoran on headquarters detail? Yes. Did any scout go with Terry or Nowlan on the boat? Don’t know. Custer told Lynch he would give him a few minutes to think it over, and said: “Get on the boat and look after my baggage. Roll down my bed and tumble into it. You will not have anything to do.”

[CN] 3.11
 [CT] CRAZY HORSE, OGLALA: ATTRIBUTED NARRATIVE AS PUBLISHED IN THE SAINT PAUL PIONEER PRESS, MAY 28, 1877

The account which follows purports to be derived from Horned Horse, a supposed representative of Crazy Horse, the most prominent of the Lakota warrior chiefs at the Little Horn. I don’t suppose that the source of the account could be verified but I doubt very much that it actually came from Crazy Horse. For one thing: the estimated number of warriors based upon the number of lodges is much too high to have been given by anyone even reasonably conversant with Lakota demographics, as Crazy Horse most certainly was.

There are however, some very interesting items contained within the narrative, which, numbers aside, is, on the whole, quite credible. An Indian source, Crazy Horse or not, is indicated by the mention of the noncombatants - and some of the details about the excitement of the Indian warriors seem to be too authentic for the story to be dismissed out of hand. It must however, be taken with the proverbial grain of salt, especially as to its source.

I have elected to leave it complete and unedited and I do not believe that any commentary is necessary. The only changes I have made are in respect to the set-up of the piece, which I have altered from a newspaper page setting to a more readily-followed format.

Telegram to Chicago Times from Camp Robinson, Nebraska.

Your correspondent has obtained some very valuable information in regard to the Custer Massacre from Crazy Horse, through Horned Horse as his spokesman, which is authentic, and confirmed by other principal chiefs. I interviewed these chiefs this afternoon, Lieut. Clark arranging for the meeting, and William Hunter acting as interpreter, a man perfectly reliable and thoroughly conversant with the Indian language. This is the Indian version and the first published: The attack was made on the village by a strong force at 11 o’clock in the morning, at the upper end of the village. This was the force commanded by Major Reno, and very shortly afterward the lower end of the village was attacked by another strong force, that commanded by Custer.

The village was divided into seven different bands of Indians, each commanded by a separate chief and extended in nearly a straight line. The bands were in the order mentioned below, commencing from the lower end where Custer made the attack. First, the Uncpapas, under Sitting Bull; second, the Ogalallas, under Crazy Horse; third, the Minneconjous, under Fast Bull; fourth, the Sansarcs, under Red Bear; fifth, the Cheyennes, under Ice Bear, their two principal chiefs being absent; sixth, the Santees and Yanktonais, under Red Point, of the Santees; seventh, the Blackfeet, under Scabby Head. The village consisted of eighteen hundred lodges, and at least four hundred wickayups, a lodge made of small poles and willows for temporary shelter. Each of the wickayups contained four young bucks, and the estimate made by Crazy Horse is that each lodge had from three to four warriors. Estimating at three made a fighting force of Seven thousand Indians. This is the lowest estimate that can be made, for there were a good many Indians without shelter, hangers-on, who fought when called upon, and the usual number was much above seven thousand. The attack was a surprise and totally unlooked for. When Custer made his charge the women, papooses, children, and in fact all that were not fighters made a stampede in a northerly direction. Custer, seeing so numerous a body, mistook them for the main body of Indians retreating and abandoning their village, and immediately gave pursuit. The warriors in the village, seeing this, divided their forces into two parts, one intercepting Custer between their non-combatants and him, and the other getting in his rear. Outnumbering him as they did, they had him at their mercy, and the dreadful massacre ensued.

Horned Horse says the smoke and dust was so great that foe could not be distinguished from friend. The horses were wild with fright and uncontrollable. The Indians were knocking each other from their steeds, and it is an absolute fact that the young bucks in their excitement and fury killed each other, several dead Indians being found killed by arrows. Horned Horse represented this hell of fire and smoke and death by intertwining his fingers and saying: “Just like this, Indians and white men.” These chiefs say they suffered a loss of fifty-eight killed, and over sixty wounded. From their way of expressing it, I judge that about 60 per cent of their wounded died.

While this butchery was going on, Reno was fighting in the upper part of the village, but did not get in so far as to get surrounded, and managed to escape. They say had he got in as far, he would have suffered the same fate as Custer, but he retreated to the bluffs, and was held there until the Indians fighting Custer, comprising over half the village, could join the northern portion in besieging him. These Indians claim that, but for the timely arrival of Gen. Terry, they would certainly have got Reno. They would have surrounded and stormed him out or would have besieged and eventually captured him. From what I know of Crazy Horse I should say that he is no doubt capable of conducting a siege. In both the Rosebud fight and the Custer massacre the Indians claim he rode unarmed in the thickest of the fight invoking the blessing of the great spirit on him - that if he was right he might be victorious and if wrong that he might be killed.

[CN] 3.12
 [CT] JOHN C. CREIGHTON: INTERVIEW WITH WALTER CAMP, UNDATED

Walter Camp mss envelope 135 [unclassified] Indiana University, Lilly Library

Says that on Reno Hill Co. K was to right of M and left of G. Creighton, Bresnahan and Madden went for water. Clear [was] killed on east side of Little Bighorn just at foot of bluff about where Bill Meyer fell. Vincent Charley was killed between the two peaks. McIntosh was a Cherokee Indian [this is erroneous –his mother was a direct descendant of Red Jacket, the Seneca chief]. Isaiah was killed right near Charley Reynolds. About note in Cooke’s hand. Logue saw Nowlan take the note from a soldier who took it out of Cooke’s hand. Creighton says Logue often told of it. Bulldog “Red” liked by soldiers and fondled as an old veteran after the battle of Little Bighorn. Creighton says Vickory in ravine between Calhoun and Keogh [other accounts place Vickory on Custer Hill. or down the SSL]. Lieut. Reilly was not mutilated. Graham of L Troop lay on line between Calhoun and Keogh.

Indians [were] in soldier clothes and in company formation probably to decoy some of Gibbon’s soldiers away [this was on the night of 26 June]. DeWitt Winney killed on right of K Co.’s line. Found sitting dead in a rifle pit with gun in hand across his lap. Heard of Nathan Short’s white hat with “C 7th” marked on it. Says he recognized Sgt. Finley where I have it marked. Thinks Sgt. Fehler of A Co. left in the brush…

[CN] 3.13
 [CT] CROW KING, HUNKPAPA LAKOTA: STORY GIVEN AT FORT YATES, DAKOTA, JULY 30, 1881

Crow King was a chief of the Hunkpapas and was a participant in the fights on the Little Horn. His story, together with those of a couple of other Lakota participants, appeared in the Leavenworth Weekly Times of 18 August 1881. The reporter attempted to interview several veteran warriors, but some, notably Rain-In-the-Face and Gall, declined to speak with him. Gall denied that he was in the fight and claimed that “he was helping the women catch the horses and took no other part.” The reporter said that he was not convinced and would try Gall again some time. Gall did eventually give his version of events.

Crow King’s account is very similar to that of Low Dog [see Appendix 3.68] and since the two were seen individually and were not of the same tribal division, it is unlikely that they cooked up their stories between themselves, as some historians would have us believe most Indians did. Whilst it is conceivable that some parts of the various Indian accounts are indeed couched in terms that the teller thought his audience would want to hear - the styling of Custer’s men as the bravest ever fought might qualify under this heading - it is just as inconceivable that so many sources would happen upon almost-identical stories by chance. One would have to be possessed of an inordinate amount of “conspiracy consciousness” to believe that all of these similar testimonies were dreamed up simply to placate white listeners and/or avoid some dire but very imaginary retribution.

Crow King’s narrative is quoted in toto. The reader is cautioned that it is however, the result of interpretation by an unknown person and the transcription of that translation by a newspaper reporter.

We were in camp and not thinking there was any danger of a battle, although we had heard that the long-haired chief had been sent after us. Some of our runners went back on our trail, for what purpose I do not know. One came back and reported that an army of white soldiers was coming, and he had no more than reported when another runner came in with the same story, and also told us that the command had divided, and that one party was going around to attack us on the opposite side.

The first attack was at the camp of the Uncpapas tribe. The shots neither raised nor fell. (Here he indicated that the whites commenced firing at about four hundred yards distance). The Indians retreated - at first slowly, to give the women and children time to go to a place of safety. Other Indians got our horses. By that time we had warriors enough to turn upon the whites and we drove them to the hill, and started back to camp.

Then the second band of white warriors came. We did not know who was their chief, but we supposed it was Custer’s command. The party commenced firing at long range (Indicating nearly a mile). We had then all our warriors and horses. There were eighty warriors in my band. All the Sioux were there from everywhere. We had warriors as plenty as the leaves on the trees. Our camp was as long as from the fort to the lower end of our camp here (More than two and a half miles). Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse were the great chiefs of the fight. Sitting Bull did not fight himself, but he gave orders. We turned against this second party. The greater portion of our warriors came together in their front and we rushed our horses on them. At the same time warriors rode out on each side of them and circled around them until they were surrounded. When they saw that they were surrounded they dismounted. They tried to hold on to their horses, but as we pressed closer they let go their horses. We crowded them toward our main camp and killed them all. They kept in order and fought like brave warriors as long as they had a man left. Our camp was on Greasy Grass river (Little Big Horn). When we charged every chief gave the cry, “Hi-yi-yi (Here Crow King gave us the cry in a high, prolonged tone).

When this cry is given it is a command to all the warriors to watch the chief, and follow his actions. Then every chief rushed his horse on the white soldiers, and all our warriors did the same, every one whipping another’s horse. There was great hurry and confusion in that fight. It was not more than half an hour after the long-haired chief attacked us before he and all his men were dead.

Then we went back for the first party. We fired at them until the sun went down. We surrounded them and watched them all night, and at daylight we fought them again. We killed many of them. Then a chief from the Uncpapas called our men off. He told them those men had been punished enough, that they were fighting under orders, that we had killed the great leader and his men in the fight the day before, and we should let the rest go home. Sitting Bull gave this order. He said; “This is not my doings, nor these men’s. They are fighting because they were commanded to fight. We have killed their leader. Let them go. I call on the Great Spirit to witness what I say. We did not want to fight. Long Hair sent us word that he was coming to fight us, and we had to defend ourselves and our wives and children.”

If this command had not been given we could have cut Reno’s command to pieces, as we did Custer’s. No warrior knew Custer in the fight. We did not know him, dead or alive. When the fight was over the chiefs gave orders to look for the long-haired chief among the dead, but no chief with long hair could be found (Custer had his hair cut short before starting on this march).

Crow King said that if Reno had held out until Custer came and then fought as Custer did, that they would have whipped the Indians. The Indians would then have been compelled to divide to protect their women and children, and the whites would have had the advantage. He expressed great admiration for the bravery of Custer and his men, and said that that fight impressed the Indians that the whites were their superiors and it would be their destruction to keep on fighting them. Both he and Low Dog said that they did not feel that they would be blamed for the Custer fight or its results. It was war; they were attacked; Custer tried to kill them; they killed him.

Crow King said he had two brothers killed in the fight; that from thirty to fifty Indians were killed, and a much larger number, who were wounded, died afterward.

Crow King is one of the few Indian participants who claim that the Indians knew of Custer’s division of his regiment into battalions. It is interesting that they supposedly knew of the division and yet no one has ever mentioned Benteen’s march off to the left; and virtually every Indian source states that Custer’s attack came as a surprise to them. The questions remain, therefore, “Where did they think the other portions of the cavalry command went?” and “Why didn’t anybody wonder about that when they were fighting Reno?”

[CN] 3.14
 [CT] SERGEANT FERDINAND A. CULBERTSON: TESTIMONY AT THE RENO COURT OF INQUIRY, JANUARY 1879

Only three enlisted men of the 7th Cavalry were called upon to testify at the Reno Court of Inquiry. This is the story of one of them - Sergeant Ferdinand Culbertson of Moylan’s A Company. The two other enlisted men who testified were Trumpeter John Martin and Private Edward Davern [see Appendices 3.17 & 3.70].

Culbertson’s account is reproduced exactly as given in his testimony, although I have taken the liberty of correcting minor errors in grammar and punctuation, as I have done in similar situations. I have been particularly careful to include all pertinent testimony, while at the same time omitting what I felt was extraneous or repetitive and I have taken great pains to ensure that I did not do anything to alter the tenor of Culbertson’s remarks.

The details provided by Sergeant Culbertson are valuable and informative not only in and of themselves and for the contrast they make with much of the testimony of the other two enlisted men who testified, but also because they verify many of the details given by those men in respect of the action in the valley. Culbertson is said to provide the “favorable” version of events as opposed to Davern’s less desirable commentary, but the picture that Culbertson paints of Reno’s valley fight is hardly a complimentary one.

I have added notes and commentary where I felt they may be useful.

THE TESTIMONY OF SERGEANT FERDINAND A. CULBERTSON, AS GIVEN TO THE RENO COURT OF INQUIRY AT CHICAGO ON 30 AND 31 JANUARY 1879

Sergeant F.A. Culbertson, a witness being duly called and being first sworn to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, testified as follows:

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) State your name, rank, company and regiment, and where serving.

A) F.A. Culbertson, Sergeant, Company A, 7th Cavalry, serving at Fort Lincoln, Dakota Territory.

Q) Where were you serving on the 25th and 26th of June 1876? Under whose command?

A) I was serving in A Company, 7th Cavalry, Captain Moylan, serving under Major Reno’s command.

Q) State if you accompanied Major Reno’s column as it went ahead on the morning of the 25th. If so, where was it that it marched ahead, and how far from there did the command cross the Little Big Horn River?

A) I was with Major Reno’s command. It left General Custer’s command at a tepee about ¾ of a mile from the river.

Q) At what gait did the command move down?

A) At a fast trot.

Q) How long were you crossing over?

A) There was a short delay of about 5 to 8 minutes in closing up the column.

Q) Had you seen the Indians in the valley before crossing?

A) No, sir - I had seen some dust [it is not clear if the question and answer refer to the valley of the Little Horn or that of Ash Creek].

Q) Describe the movement of that column after it had crossed, up to the time it halted and deployed as skirmishers. State all you saw during that movement.

A) After the companies formed, the command was given “forward.” We moved down the valley, and after going about half way [to the village] there were Indians coming in on our left and front. Most of them would circle off to our left. There were a few shots fired, some of which struck in front of A Company.

Q) How far was that from where the line halted?

A) About half a mile.

Q) Was that regular fire or a few scattered shots?

A) Scattering.

Q) In moving down, were you opposed at any time in front by Indians meeting you?

A) They were circling in our front. They were 5 or 600 yards in our front just before we halted [indicating that they were probably farther away before that].

Q) Could you tell about how many Indians you saw up to the time the command halted?

A) There were then, in our front, 200 to 250 riding back and forth, and some crossed over to the bluff on our left.

Q) How far were the hostile Indians from the command when they halted, and what were they doing?

A) They were firing on us as we were about 500 yards from them [this is beyond pistol range, and very much outside the effective range of the.44-40 cartridges used in most Winchester and Henry rifles of the day. The cavalry carbines could certainly inflict damage at 500 yards, and were fairly accurate in the hands of proficient marksmen at this range. The.45-55 cartridge had a much flatter trajectory than the.44-40, which would require a “hold-over” of more than four feet at 500 yards and the remaining knock-down power of the bullet from the.44-40 at 500 yards was almost negligible. Most riflemen of that day wouldn’t even bother trying to hit or kill anything at that range with a.44-40 loading].

Q) Were the Indians still moving to the left?

A) They were circling in front more than anything else - firing, and riding back and forth.

Q) When did the command commence firing?

A) I heard no firing from the command until after we halted and deployed in skirmish line.

Q) Where was the right of the skirmish line?

A) I believe the right rested near the woods. I was on the left.

Q) Were you near the extreme left?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) About how far did the skirmish lime extend?

A) The intervals were not kept up well. I judge we were deployed about 200 or 250 yards, perhaps more [the intervals were normally about 5 yards, so that Culbertson is saying that it was only slightly more than half as long as it should have been].

Q) State all that occurred on the skirmish line as it was in the open, how long it remained there, what it did, and where it went.

A) We remained on the skirmish line, firing. Some of the men were firing very fast. Many were new men. A great many of my own company were new men, and were firing fast. We remained there some time, when I heard the command given, I don’t know by whom, to move by the right flank - every man moving off toward the timber. I stopped on arriving at the timber with 3 other men, at the edge of the timber on the brow of the hill. The balance of the command went into the woods - I do not know for what purpose. I did not hear the command.

Q) Had there been any casualties in the command out there [on the skirmish line]?

A) One man was wounded on the skirmish line that I saw. I saw others in the woods after I got in. We were on the skirmish line about 35 minutes [this is at odds with most other testimony].

Q) You remained out there firing at the Indians after the command got into the woods?

A) We stopped on the brow of the hill and fired 3 or 4 shots apiece, and some person called out at that time to go and get our horses. Then the man of my company was wounded that was with us. We left him and went and got our horses [so much for loyalty and heroism].

Q) When you went and got your horses, where did the command go? Where did you go, and with whom?

A) When we got our horses, I went with Lieutenant Wallace. I could not find my own company, and I thought I would go with him. They said they were going to charge, and Sergeant McDermott and myself rode out. When we got on the hill, we saw a very few men in front of us; but there was a heavy body of Indians all around us. As soon as we got on the edge of the timber, Lieutenant Wallace rode forward and we rode forward with him in the direction of the river. The command was all ahead then, and I saw none at all but one or two straggling men.

Q) Were there any Indians between you and the command?

A) Yes, sir - both on our right and left, and some in front of us.

Q) Can you tell why the skirmish line was taken from the open into the timber? Was it driven in by the Indians?

A) No heavy body of Indians charged on us until just as the last man got off the line. Then about 800, about 8 or 10 deep, came around to our left.

Q) Do you know in what order the command reached the ford?

A) I know nothing about that.

Q) Do you know how fast they moved?

A) I judge at a very fast trot, perhaps faster, I don’t know. We were moving at a fast trot ourselves. Lieutenant Wallace was loping; I was trotting.

Q) Could you see what the Indians were doing with reference to the command?

A) They were riding alongside, and firing from the pommels of their saddles - and some fired pistols as we came along.

Q) Did you hear any command given there to charge or to retreat, or anything indicating what the movement from the woods was to be?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did you have any idea what the movement was to be from the woods?

A) No, sir. I did not hear the order, and don’t know anything more than that someone said they were going to charge. I don’t know where the order came from.

Q) Did you hear any calls sounded?

A) No, sir.

Q) Would you have heard the calls, if they had been sounded?

A) I think I should.

Q) After the command halted and deployed as skirmishers, state, if you know, where Major Reno was. What did he do or say up to the time the command left the woods?

A) I did not see Major Reno, only for a second as the skirmish line was being formed. I saw him then, riding toward the woods. After that I did not see him until the time I arrived on top of the hill.

Q) Did you see him go into the woods?

A) No, sir. I saw him going in that direction.

Q) Upon arriving at the ford, going back, state what you saw and did there.

A) As I came to the ford, there was quite a body of Indians firing at all parties who were dismounted, killing horses and men as they could. When I came to the ford, my horse jumped into the river. I passed Lieutenant Hodgson, who was in the river. I could not stop my horse to assist him. Lieutenant Wallace stopped on the other side, to give what assistance he could. As soon as I got out of the river, I saw Captain French, Sergeant Lloyd - and the sergeant said we had better stop and protect the wounded in coming across. I told him to speak to Captain French about it, and he did so. Captain French said, “I’ll try; I’ll try,” and with that rode up the hill.

Q) Was there any body of men formed on the other bank of the river protecting the men in getting over?

A) No, sir.

Q) Was the fire of the Indians returned by the troops, to drive them from their position firing into the men?

A) No, sir - I heard none.

Q) Did you see any officer there?

A) Not any officer right there. I met Lieutenant Varnum about 25 yards above that with a wounded man, and the man who was taking care of his horse. He asked me to dismount and assist the man on his horse. I dismounted, and caught a loose horse of G Company, and put the man on him and started up the hill again.

Q) Do you know where Major Reno was at that time?

A) I can’t say.

Q) Where did you next see him?

A) On top of the hill.

Q) Did you go on up the hill?

A) Yes, sir - slowly.

Q) Were the men coming up from the river?

A) Yes, sir - most of them dismounted.

Q) Did you cross at the same place the other men crossed?

A) On going into the river I went in at the same place; but I chose a place above that to go out.

Q) Did you observe any other wounded men besides that one in the woods?

A) The first sergeant of my company was wounded in the knee, and I stopped and got him a horse [First Sergeant William Heyn].

Q) Who assisted you?

A) Sergeant McDermott [Sergeant George McDermott, of A Company].

Q) Did you get him up?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Were you under an Indian fire at that time?

A) Yes, sir. They were firing from a high point on us.

Q) Did you see any other officer going up the hill, if so who?

A) No, sir - no other [the importance of this testimony, taken with that of others is, it clearly shows that while dismounted men, including some wounded, were struggling to get across the river and up the hill, the only officers around were French, Varnum and Wallace. Hodgson and McIntosh were already dead and Hare was going up the hill a little downstream, which means that Reno and Moylan were among the first to make it to the top].

Q) When you got on top of the hill, what officer did you see, and what was he doing?

A) The first officer I saw was Captain Moylan, and I heard him say he would not sell his horse for something. I don’t know what.

Q) What was Major Reno doing when you got on the hill?

A) He was riding down to where his position was afterwards. In a few minutes I heard him say General Custer’s column was coming.

Q) Who did it turn out to be?

A) Captain Benteen.

Q) How long after you got on the hill before Captain Benteen’s column arrived?

A) About 5 or 10 minutes.

Q) Did you hear Major Reno give any order on the hill, if so, what?

A) I heard him give an order to Lieutenant Varnum, but could not tell what it was.

Q) Could you hear what it was about?

A) No, sir.

Q) Could you hear it was about any person?

A) No, sir. Lieutenant Varnum made answer that his horse was worn out, but that if he could get a new horse, he would go [this “order” to Varnum was likely a request to try to contact Benteen or Custer].

Q) What did you do after that?

A) As soon as I arrived on the hill, I went to where the most of the men of my company were - and as the wounded men came up, we took care of them.

Q) Did the wounded men mostly come by themselves?

A) There were only two other men came up at that time. I mean men of my own company.

Q) Were they being assisted?

A) No, sir. One man wounded in the timber - we told him to hold on to his horse, and did so, and rode up.

Q) How about the other one?

A) He came on horseback.

Q) When riding across the bottom, could you see whether there were wounded men on the ground or falling from their horses?

A) I didn’t notice any of the men, I believe, except one lying close to the brush. I don’t know whether he was wounded or not.

Q) You saw Major Reno riding towards the position you afterwards occupied for defense. When and where did you see Major Reno next, and what order did he give?

A) I was called by Captain Moylan, and asked what men were wounded, and how many were missing. I told him, and then Lieutenant Varnum asked me if I had any water. While speaking to him and giving him a drink of water, he asked me if I had seen anything of Lieutenant Hodgson. I said I had, and gave him a description of where I had seen him last. He either called Major Reno, or he came up about that time, and I told him I had seen Lieutenant Hodgson in the river. Major Reno asked me if I thought I could find him. I said I thought I could. He said he was going to find some water, and I should go along with him.

10 or 12 men and myself went with Major Reno to the river. We went down to the river, and I found the body of a man lying at the edge of the river. I at first thought it was Lieutenant Hodgson, and called Major Reno’s attention to it; but it proved to be a man of my own company. We filled our canteens above where the man was lying in the river, and came up on a little bench again advancing up the hill, and a man of my company came across the body of Lieutenant Hodgson, and called Major Reno’s attention to it, and he came up to the body. We found that his watch and chain had been taken off, except the little gold bar inside of his vest, and a plain gold ring. Major Reno took that off, and said it was his class ring. We went on up the hill, and found a man of G Company in the brush, and took him out. He had lost his horse, and had hid in there until he got an opportunity to get out. We then went on to the top of the hill.

Q) When you went down to the river, were there any Indians in that immediate vicinity?

A) Not in the front; but on our right there were Indians on the hill.

Q) Was there any special or great danger, or only a liability of being hit?

A) There was a chance of being hit. They had killed several men right along there. The firing was not heavy; but we stood a chance of being killed.

Q) When you got back to the top of the hill, what movement of troops was then made, in what direction, how far, and how soon after you got back?

A) I think in about…or 20 minutes Captain Weir’s company moved out. The pack train was just coming up. A man of my company who came up with the pack train was there. A Company had 4 wounded men, and we had to take the saddle blankets to put them in. I believe that was done by Major Reno’s order; but Captain Moylan superintended it. It took six men to each wounded man, and the rest to take care of and lead the horses. We moved forward for a half or three-quarters of a mile, where orders came back to halt and return to our old position. We were then moving down the river, following Captain Weir’s company, which was in advance.

Q) How near did you approach the advance position of Captain Weir’s company?

A) I don’t know. They were being driven back.

Q) How far was it ahead when you noticed it was being driven back?

A) About 600 yards.

Q) How much time was occupied from the time you got on the hill in making that movement going down and coming back?

A) From the time we left the hill - going down, returning, and getting into position - about an hour and a half. We traveled slow, moved only a few feet at a time [this timing is not correct but it is true that the rate of movement was very slow for Culbertson’s company].

Q) Do you know who ordered the column to move downstream?

A) No, sir.

Q) Do you know who ordered Captain Weir’s company to move out?

A) No, sir.

Q) After the return of the command, what orders did you receive about the packs, if any, and from whom?

A) While on the skirmish line, Lieutenant Mathey came to me, and said I should bring four men from the line and take off the packs, and build breastworks for the wounded. While we were taking off the packs, one man was instantly killed. Then an order came - I don’t know from whom, but I think from one of the packers - not to take off the packs. Just then Major Reno came along, and Captain Mathey asked him about it [note that it was obviously Mathey’s idea originally], and he said, “Yes, take the packs off,” and we took the packs off and built breastworks for the wounded.

Q) Go back to the timber when the skirmish line was thrown out there, and state how long the command stayed in the timber or bottom till it left there.

A) We were on the line about 35 minutes, and it took them from 5 to 10 minutes to get out of the woods. That would be about 45 minutes.

Q) State, if you can, from the time Major Reno left the command of General Custer at the tepee, how long it was until Major Reno and Captain Benteen united their forces on the hill.

A) It was about an hour and a half.

Q) How long was it after Captain Benteen’s arrival on the hill until the pack train came up, or any part of it?

A) I judge it took us about 25 minutes to go to the river and find Lieutenant Hodgson’s body and return. When we arrived on the hill there, I found part of the train was up.

Q) Do you know just when the ammunition arrived?

A) I do not.

Q) When was it Captain Weir moved down the stream - before or after the ammunition pack mules came up?

A) It was after. He was on top of the hill when I came up from the edge of the river.

Q) Did you occupy as much time firing at the Indians as the other men?

A) I don’t think I did as much firing as some of the others. I may have been three or four minutes longer than others.

Q) How many rounds of ammunition did you fire?

A) I found by my belt that I had fired 21 rounds.

Q) State if you heard firing from the direction in which General Custer’s battlefield was afterwards ascertained to be? If so, when was it as compared with the time Captain Benteen’s column came up? Describe that firing and what was said about it.

A) It was when Lieutenant Varnum called me to ask me for some water, He was sitting at the edge of a bank. While sitting there talking to Lieutenant Edgerly, we could hear the firing. At first it was a couple of volleys, very heavy, afterwards it was lighter, and appeared to be more distant. Lieutenant Varnum made the remark that General Custer was hotly engaged or was giving it to the Indians hot, or words to that effect, and in a few minutes after, Major Reno came up, and we went to the river, and I did not hear it anymore. If there had been any firing after that, the hills would have broke the sound.

Q) Was Major Reno on the hill at the time you heard the firing?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Was he near you at the time?

A) He came up while the firing was going on.

Q) What did he do?

A) He came up and commenced to talk with Lieutenant Varnum, and I stepped back as soon as he came up.

Q) Was he looking down the river?

A) He was.

Q) By himself?

A) No, sir. Lieutenant Varnum was sitting there at the time, facing rather down the river.

Q) Could you hear the firing at that time?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) What position did Major Reno occupy with reference to the firing, as compared with your position?

A) He was a little in front and to my right.

Q) How long did you continue to hear that firing?

A) Only a few minutes.

Q) Then where did you go?

A) Down to the edge of the river.

Q) Did you hear any firing after those volleys?

A) I did hear some little firing.

Q) Was it regular? Or short and quick, like men engaged in battle?

A) It appeared more like skirmish line firing.

Q) To whom was the remark of Lieutenant Varnum about the firing addressed?

A) I think to Lieutenant Edgerly.

Q) Where was Major Reno at the time that remark was made?

A) I think he was too far back to have heard it.

Q) Did he step up at once?

A) No, sir.

Q) How long after?

A) A few minutes later.

Q) Are you sure you heard firing, after Major Reno came up, from the direction of General Custer’s battlefield?

A) Yes, sir - I am sure of it.

Q) How long after that was it till the movement of the command was made downstream?

A) I should place it a few minutes inside of an hour.

Lieutenant DeRudio was recalled as a witness to begin the next day’s proceedings. The examination of Sergeant Culbertson was continued by Major Reno’s counsel.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) What commands, if any, or instructions, did you hear Major Reno give to Company G on their way to the timber?

A) I heard him say to Company G not to get excited - that they would have hot enough work, or words to that effect [this is in reference to the advance down the valley, not the movement from the skirmish line to the timber].

Q) State if there was not a very considerable cloud of dust in front of the Indian encampment as you moved down.

A) A very large cloud of dust.

Q) State how many Indians you could see outside of that cloud.

A) At times from a hundred to a hundred and fifty, at times more, riding back and forth.

Q) Did you see Major Reno frequently, and, if so, what was he doing?

A) I saw him but once, and that was when the line was being deployed. His adjutant deployed the line on the left, and Major Reno was on the right of the line.

Q) State what, in your judgment, would have been the effect on the skirmish line if it had not been retired to the timber.

A) Had it not been retired within 3 minutes from the time it was, I don’t think any one would have got off the line.

Q) How long, in your judgment, could Major Reno have held that timber with his command?

A) I don’t think he could have held it but a few minutes.

Q) State what your estimate is of the number of Indians at and about the position of Major Reno on the skirmish line and in the timber.

A) I think from 1000 to 1200.

Q) With regard to the number of shots that you fired, what was your manner of firing?

A) Four of us were together, and we always stopped and knelt before firing.

Q) Did the troops generally do that?

A) No, sir. The majority were new men and never under fire before, and fired at random [the majority were not new men - see Discussion 4]

Q) Did you have any conversation with other men on the skirmish line and in the timber, and, if so, what were their statements about the number of shots fired by them?

A) I have had men tell me that they fired 60 rounds [it is highly unlikely that any trooper fired sixty rounds in the valley fight, given its limited duration. Note also that Culbertson does not answer the question as asked. It is quite obvious that whatever statements were made to him were made sometime after the fights].

Q) When you got to the hilltop, state if you heard Major Reno give any orders to Lieutenant Varnum.

A) I heard him give an order; but what it was, I do not know [then how would he know it was in fact an order?].

Q) How long was that after the command reached the hilltop?

A) It was just as we got on the hill top. Lieutenant Varnum was close to me [Varnum stated in his previous testimony that he heard Reno give only one order on the hilltop and that was in reference to a defensive position during the retreat back from Weir’s advance].

Q) State if there was any delay or waste of time in making the movement down the river after the pack train joined the command.

A) Nothing more than to get the wounded fixed with the blankets [the blankets were in the packs but there was more of a delay than the sergeant reports. Ammunition may have been distributed; Varnum was dispatched to bury Hodgson; the main body of the troops left in the timber were seen coming to rejoin the command].

Q) How far down the river, in the direction of General Custer’s battlefield, did the command move?

A) Probably 600 yards - perhaps more.

Q) State whether the firing, of which you have spoken that you heard while on top of the hill, was heavier in the direction of General Custer’s battlefield than that which was heard in the timber.

A) It was not any heavier than that we had on our skirmish line [it must be remembered that the firing from Custer’s field was considerably farther away than had been the firing on the skirmish line. A gun fired five yards away from the listener must necessarily sound louder than one fired more than a mile away. The question was rather silly].

Q) State if the firing at any time you heard it was sufficiently heavy to convey to you or anybody else the idea that General Custer was having more trouble than he could contend with.

A) It did not appear to be the impression with any person that he was having any more trouble than we had ourselves [this is not saying much, since “ourselves” had just been driven in wild retreat, leaving wounded and dismounted men behind and suffering horrendous casualties. Note that not only is Gilbert allowed to ask Culbertson to testify as to the impressions of everyone else, but that Culbertson is permitted to answer ostensibly on their behalf. Neither the question nor the response would be permitted to stand today].

Q) State whether you had any conversation on the hilltop with Captain Moylan with regard to the impression that General Custer had wounded men and could not join Major Reno’s command.

A) I had no conversation with him myself; but there was a remark made on the night of the 25th by someone, as Captain Moylan was passing along, that Lieutenant Calhoun had been wounded. He stopped and asked who brought that word in. The man said he did not know - that some scout had brought it in. He [Moylan] said he did not think it was true as he had not heard it.

Q) Was that the night of the 25th?

A) Yes, sir - just after dark.

Q) State whether the firing you heard down the river at the time the command moved in that direction was heavy or light [Culbertson had not testified to hearing any firing during the advance].

A) There was firing between Major Reno’s command and the Indians; none further down [Culbertson was at the rear of the column, which was strung out over a considerable distance - at least 600 yards. He was at least half a mile from Weir’s position. It would have been extremely difficult for him to determine where any firing was coming from, except that it was ahead someplace].

Q) Did you hear any firing from General Custer’s battlefield?

A) Not at that time.

Q) State, with regard to the firing on the top of the hill which you spoke of yesterday, how long after you heard that firing did you and Major Reno look after Lieutenant Hodgson’s body?

A) A very few minutes - probably 5 minutes.

Q) State whether you heard any firing after you left the hilltop with Major Reno.

A) Not in that direction [the sound source would naturally appear to change because of the topography of the area - what had previously been heard as coming from the direction of Custer’s field of action would now appear to come from the direction of the Indian village, if audible at all. Note that Gilbert is careful not to ask Culbertson from what direction he did hear firing while down the hill with Reno. It is quite clear from Culbertson’s response that he did hear firing from somewhere].

Q) When you came back to the hilltop from the edge of the river, did you hear any firing?

A) I did not.

Q) How long do you suppose you were gone there with Major Reno?

A) I judge it took us half an hour to go and come back [considering the nature of the ground, and what Culbertson had earlier testified to as to their actions, this is an accurate estimation].

Q) As far as the afternoon of the 25th, was not Major Reno exercising caution over his command?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Speaking of Major Reno going to the pack animals, state what he said there, and if it was a position of great exposure or not.

A) Major Reno was standing on the opposite side of the packs, on a side hill which was a very exposed place. Mules were being killed every second, and men were being killed [see Appendix 5.17 for Casualty Tables. The casualties on the hilltop on 25 June were not heavy].

Q) Was a man killed right there?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) What time was that?

A) About 20 minutes after the Indians came down and engaged us that evening.

Q) Fix, as far as you can, that period of time.

A) I should think it was 5 or half-past [times of day are frequently in error in all testimony and it is difficult to correlate them].

Q) On the evening of the day he had been in the timber?

A) Yes, sir - on the 25th.

Q) After dark, did you see him, and was he in a position of great danger?

A) I saw him that evening, on the left, where the breastworks were being built. He asked if all the stuff had been put in the breastworks. I said no, there were some few boxes in front still, which were used by the men on the skirmish line, and he said we should extend it as far as possible.

Q) Was the place you saw him in one of danger or security?

A) It was a dangerous place.

Q) State what arrangements were made for the security of the command on the night of the 25th after the firing ceased.

A) I can only speak for our own line.

Q) I call your attention to the pickets being thrown out.

A) There had been pickets put out. Captain Moylan I suppose received orders from Major Reno, and put pickets out in front of the breastworks.

Q) After the pickets were put out, did the command lie down and rest?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State if anything was said on the night of the 25th in regard to sending a dispatch to General Custer.

A) Lieutenant Varnum spoke to Sergeant McDermott in the vicinity of the pack mules, and asked him if he would volunteer to go with him, provided he, Lieutenant Varnum had to go out. Sergeant McDermott said he did not want to volunteer; but if he was detailed he would go. Lieutenant Varnum said it was very likely he would have to go, and he wanted the sergeant to go with him [in fact this occurred on the 26th, not the 25th. Varnum volunteered to take a message to Terry, not Custer and was expressly forbidden by Reno, see Appendices 3.112 and 4.8].

Q) It was the belief that night that General Custer and his command were alive?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State if at any time, or in any way, the idea ever entered into the minds of the officers or men of Major Reno’s command during the 25th and 26th of June, that General Custer and his command could possibly be destroyed.

A) There was no such impression at all [again Culbertson is allowed to speak for the entire command].

Q) Was it not the impression on the part of the officers and men that General Custer and his men were just as able to take care of themselves as Major Reno was with the column he had?

A) The impression was that General Custer had wounded, and was not able to come to us, as we were not able to go to him.

Q) Speak of the conversation between Captain Weir and Captain Moylan on the subject of General Custer that night.

The Recorder objected to this question as requiring hearsay in response, although he might well have objected to several other questions and responses as calling for conclusions and speculation as well as being largely hearsay. The Court overruled his objection however, and the witness was allowed to answer. The courtroom was not cleared during this deliberation.

A) I heard Captain Weir ask Captain Moylan, when he was adjutant, whether General Custer ever gave him particular orders about doing anything - whether we were to go here or there. Captain Moylan said “no” - that when he was adjutant, General Custer never told him what he was going to do, he would order him to tell the company commanders to go such and such place, and that was all [Culbertson’s evidence does not ring at all true here. Weir would have had no reason to ask Moylan such a stupid question - a question which had nothing to do with anything - and Moylan’s reported reply is both non-responsive and self-contradictory. Weir asks did Custer ever give him any orders, and Moylan supposedly replies “No, he never gave me any orders, he just told me what to do.” Actually Gilbert’s whole purpose was to get something on the record to show that Custer never told his officers what was in his mind and Culbertson is allowed to do this as coming from Moylan: “General Custer never told him what he was going to do”].

Q) State whether you saw Major Reno on the morning of the 26th. If so, at what hour, and where was he?

A) I saw him at about 8 or half-past, coming from the direction of D Company’s line down to the breastworks where Captain Moylan was.

Q) Who had Company D?

A) Captain Weir.

Q) Was that position a dangerous one or not?

A) It had been the afternoon before. I was not there that day, though I heard that men were wounded there that day [D Company suffered only light casualties on the hilltop - 1 wounded on the 25th; 1 wounded and 2 killed on the 26th. Culbertson’ evidence is incorrect].

Q) Did you see Major Reno again on that day, and, if so, when - and what was he doing?

A) I saw him moving around at different times behind A Company. I was not out from behind the breastworks of A Company; but could see him passing back and forth from one end of the line to the other.

Q) State if you saw him going past the pack train.

A) I saw him pass it several times.

Q) Was that a position of danger, exposed to the fire of the Indians?

A) Yes, sir. It was the worst place there was.

Q) State if you saw Major Reno about 11 o’clock on the morning of the 26th and heard him speak of going after water for the wounded.

A) I heard him say something about sending men down for some water.

Q) Do you know a man named Mcllhargey?

A) I did.

Q) State whether you saw him recrossing the ford in the direction of General Custer’s command.

A) I saw him going back, but not recrossing the ford.

Q) Do you know whether he rejoined the column under Major Reno?

A) He never did that I know of [McIlhargey carried a message from Reno to Custer, as did another soldier named Mitchell].

Q) State with regard to the horsemanship of a great many of Major Reno’s column.

A) A great many were very poor horsemen [nothing that transpired during Reno’s actions required any maneuvers on horseback, or even that the men be good riders. The fact is that the entire regiment, regardless of how many “recruits” there might have been, had been in the field for over a month and all of the men had ridden hundreds of miles. They were competent enough to do what they did and what they had to do. The movement into line by the reserve company was done without mishap].

Q) State if you heard Adjutant Cooke say anything to the men in column on the way to the ford.

A) As we were crossing that tributary of the Little Big Horn, Adjutant Cooke gave the order to close up, that there was hot work ahead of them.

Q) Had the horses of the men at that time become unmanageable?

A) No, sir. Nothing more than that some of the men were very poor riders [and yet some researchers would have it believed that Custer and Reno galloped all the way down Ash Creek. Poor riders would not have been capable of such an advance].

Q) Are you acquainted with the point on the map marked “B” [Medicine Tail Ford]?

A) I have been there and crossed it.

Q) Is it as good a ford as at the point “A” where Major Rena crossed into the timber [first crossing]?

A) I think it is about as good.

Q) As far as the country is concerned, would it not offer the same facilities for crossing?

A) Yes, sir. We crossed it several times in 1877, and it was a good crossing.

Q) You heard no firing when you and Major Reno came up from the river to the hill?

A) I did not.

Q) Did you see Mr. Girard during the fight?

A) I did not, until the night of the 26th.

Q) State if you had any conversation with him in regard to his watch and rifle.

A) He and [Billy] Jackson came in [from the valley], and Girard said he had lost his watch on the afternoon of the 25th, and threw his rifle into the river to try to get away [remember that Culbertson had already testified that he himself had left a wounded comrade behind in order to get mounted and away. Gilbert’s attempt to discredit Girard is blatant and stupid. There were not a lot of heroes in the valley on the 25th of June].

Q) State if you saw any acts of Girard that are of importance in this matter.

A) I saw him on the morning of the 27th, and that was all.

Q) State whether at any time during the advance to the timber, or in the fight there, or in the return to the hilltop, or at any time during all those engagements, you saw any evidence whatever of cowardice on the part of Major Reno.

A) None at all.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) Did you see Major Reno all that time?

A) No, sir.

Q) How many times did you see him, and how long at a time, and how much time altogether?

A) I suppose putting all the time I saw him together during the two days would amount to probably 4 or 5 hours.

Q) Is that the time on which you base the opinion you have given?

A) Yes, sir, I only base my opinion on that [Culbertson had earlier testified that he had not seen Reno in the timber or on the retreat from the timber. He had further testified that he had not seen him during the advance to, and withdrawal from, Weir ridges. He gives only a brief mention of him during the advance and skirmish in the valley. Really the only times he had any observation of Reno were during the search for Hodgson’s body and after the return to the defensive position - so that Lee’s question and Culbertson’s response are misleading. It is rather doubtful that Culbertson saw Reno for a total of 4 or 5 hours, but it is much more important to know when and where he saw him, not for how long a time].

Q) You say you saw a cloud of dust at the head of the column going down [the valley toward the camps]?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State whether the Indians in driving in their ponies make such a cloud of dust.

A) They will.

Q) Could you tell whether they were all ponies or warriors on the move?

A) I could not say.

Q) You say the command would not have lasted three minutes if it had not been taken off the line into the timber?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) How many men had been hurt to that time?

A) A very few - only one that I know of - but the Indians would have cut us off at that time, because just as the left of the line moved into the woods, about 800 Indians came around the edge, and Lieutenant DeRudio stopped and fired 2 shots at them [Indian accounts say that they did not charge up until the soldiers had gone into the timber because there were not enough warriors ready to fight yet and because the soldiers were standing their ground. It was only when the line withdrew that the warriors came in closer, although they were mostly still at fairly long range until the retreat began. Casualties had been very light on the line].

Q) Was there any halt made to give the Indians a volley?

A) No, The skirmish line had moved into the woods.

Q) Did the command go into the woods for protection?

A) I can’t say.

Q) If it would have been destroyed on the line, in going into the woods was it more protected?

A) It would be more protected there.

Q) State how many shots you actually fired.

A) I found by my belt that I had fired 21 shots.

Q) You state that the majority of the men were new men. What do you mean by a majority?

A) Men not in the service more than 5 or 6 months. Most of G Company men were new, and a great many of A Company were new.

Q) Were half of A Company new men?

A) No, about 1/3.

Q) How much more than half of G Company were new men?

A) Not more than half - about half.

Q) How much had the other company [M]?

A) I don’t know about the other company.

Q) Do you say that the majority were new men?

A) They detailed the oldest men for horseholders [this is not a reply to the question].

Q) Is it not true that a great many men coming into the service and classed as recruits have been in the service before?

A) About one in ten have been in before.

Q) Do you know that was the case there?

A) We had but one man in the lot we got who had been in the service before.

Q) All the men had been in the service 5 or 6 months?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Cannot a man properly instructed in his duties learn the ordinary duties of a cavalryman in six months?

A) Yes, sir - if properly instructed [Culbertson’s testimony as to recruits is misleading at best and outright perjury at worst. The percentage of recruits was not nearly as high as he testified, and the number with prior service was much higher than stated. See Discussion 4].

Q) You say the command was delayed on the hill in making a move, on account of the wounded?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) And not on account of the pack train?

A) I don’t know. They said when I came on the hill that the ammunition had come up [in his previous testimony, Culbertson stated that the packs did not come up until after he returned from looking for Hodgson’s body. This was indeed the case].

Q) There was a delay on account of the wounded?

A) The delay was getting the blankets to put the wounded in.

Q) Did you see 1200 Indians around Major Reno’s command at the bottom?

A) I judge I saw from a thousand to twelve hundred.

Q) There might be some down in the village?

A) I did not see the village. I could see a big dust there.

Q) Describe the position of the 1000 to 1200 Indians you saw, in reference to the position of Major Reno’s command in the timber.

A) The first Indians were across and on our front and left. The skirmish line was then drawn in. There is a bend in the river, and the village is more in that bend, and they came up around the bend, passing right where the line had been.

Q) Then if there was danger to the command in being out in the open firing at the enemy, and of being destroyed in three minutes by the Indians coming there, state if there was not danger in going out and crossing the river to the top of the hill.

A) There was great danger in passing out. The Indians rode along side of us, about 8 or 10 deep, firing most of the time into us.

Q) Do you consider there was very great danger in the command going out of that timber and crossing that bottom?

A) I consider there was danger there.

Q) State, if you know, up to the time the command started to leave the timber, of there being any order showing what they were to do.

A) No, sir - nothing. Only some of the men said they were going to charge. I don’t know if it was an officer or a soldier.

Q) State up to that time how many men had been disabled.

A) There was one man wounded on the line, another just after we got into the timber, and another was wounded just as he got on his horse. That was all I knew of at the time.

Q) What became of those 1200 Indians you spoke of after Major Reno crossed the river?

A) They rode up to the crossing, and as they came up would swing around and ride back again.

Q) In that movement down the stream after the pack train came up, who was in advance?

A) Captain Weir’s company.

Q) Was he considerable in advance of the other part of Major Reno’s column?

A) He started before the balance.

Q) What interval was there between his company and the column?

A) He may have been 150 yards in advance when I saw him. He might have been further in advance at some other time [he was].

Q) You don’t know when he moved out?

A) No, sir.

Q) You don’t know by whose orders he moved, or if by any order?

A) No, sir.

Q) State if you were in position when you went down to the edge of the river to hear firing.

A) No, sir. After we left the top of the hill, the hills between us and General Custer’s battlefield would break off all sound.

Q) When you came back to the hill, you looked after the wounded men?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did you put them where they would be near the water?

A) No, sir, not near the water. They were in a place Major Reno occupied afterward.

Q) Was it in a low place or a high place?

A) It was in a depression.

Q) How much lower was it than the place where you heard the firing first?

A) It was nearly on a level with it - a very little depression.

Q) Were you paying any attention so that you might hear the firing, or were you attending to the wounded?

A) I was not paying any attention to the firing. Still, if there had been any I think it would have been noticed by someone and spoken of [it was noted by several people, including Captain McDougall].

Q) It might not have been heard by anyone?

A) No, sir.

Q) Was there not more firing, as if from sharpshooters, from the Indians in the distance on high points or knolls?

A) There was but little firing at that time around our position.

Q) On the afternoon of the 25th, during the fighting, how much did you see of Major Reno from the time the men took the final position for defense until the engagement was over?

A) I saw him twice to speak to him, and I saw him several times passing by. I suppose altogether I saw him an hour and a half or two hours during the engagement that afternoon.

Q) You say a man was killed at the time you were arranging the packs. How near was Major Reno to you at that time?

A) Perhaps within 15 or 20 yards - standing on the opposite side of the packs.

Q) You stated when fixing the line at night, you saw Major Reno giving instructions?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Were the Indians firing on the line at that time?

A) The fire was ceasing.

Q) Was the danger as great as it had been?

A) No, sir. The firing was going, but was not as heavy as it had been an hour and a half before [which is why the men were able to dig themselves in and put up defensive works without suffering horrendous casualties that evening].

Q) You have said something about the impression that General Custer was taking care of himself about as well as Major Reno was. Who had the most men at that time?

A) I know he had five companies with him.

Q) What was the average size of a company?

A) About 40 to 45 men.

Q) Before or after taking out the packers?

A) I never saw them after the packers were taken out, but I judge there were 40 to 45 men.

Q) He did not have over about 225 men?

A) About that.

Q) Do you know how many effective men Major Reno had left on the hill that night?

A) I judge about 300 or 325 men [in fact he had over 370 effectives and 18 wounded. Custer, if he had “taken care of himself as well as Reno,” would have had less than 120 effectives with about 30 wounded This is all academic, of course, since Custer’s command was gone, but it is interesting to follow the arguments to their conclusion, which no one did at the time - and which very few have done since].

Q) State whether there was any effort made under cover of the darkness that night to discover where General Custer was.

A) I do not know of any.

Q) You say the pack train was in a most dangerous place. Did it remain there?

A) It could not be changed.

Q) Was it in a depression?

A) It was; but on the open side they were exposed to a fire in front of Company A.

Q) How much had the bulk of that command ridden shortly before that time?

A) During the month before they had ridden probably 2 or 300 miles.

Q) Did the men fight mounted or dismounted in the bottom?

A) Dismounted [cavalry were used mainly as mounted infantry in the west. Their horses were used to take them to where they fought on foot].

Q) Do you know of anything about the Ford “B” at that time or immediately after the engagement?

A) I was there at the ford.

Q) Can you describe the approach to it from the right bank?

A) There is a small dry creek runs in there.

Q) Describe the bank on the other side.

A) On the upriver bank it was sloping than on the other side. There were places where the command could cross at “B.”

Q) You mean a command that could have had time to hunt a place?

A) It would require no hunting.

Q) Was it used at that time by the Indians as a ford?

A) I think the ford “B” was fully as good as “A.”

Q) Did it appear to have been used as a crossing by the Indians to the same extent as “A?”

A) I judge so. The right bank appeared to have been used a good deal.

Q) How was it on the other bank?

A) I did not go over at that time. It appeared to be a sloping bank.

Q) Did you notice whether the trail went out on the other side?

A) I did not.

Q) How wide was the stream there?

A) 40 or 50 yards.

Q) Which was nearer to the hostile village, the point “B” or the place where Major Reno was in the timber?

A) “B” - it was near the center of the village.

Q) Did you examine the ground about the point “B” as to any evidences of fighting?

A) No, sir.

Q) How near were the first evidences of fighting there?

A) The first body I saw I judge was about 200 yards from there. The companies were kept together to bury the dead as we came to them, and we did but little running around [note that “evidences of fighting” is equated to bodies. The absence of bodies has traditionally been proffered as evidence that Custer did no fighting there. By that same criterion, it could be argued that Reno never did any fighting on a skirmish line in the valley, since he did not leave any bodies on that line].

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q)Was there not any attempt by the whole column on the afternoon of the 25th to open communications with General Custer, and it was driven back?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Your impression of Major Reno’s bravery was based on a longer inspection than that of a moment?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) In point of fact, how much were the new recruits instructed in the duties of a cavalry soldier?

A) I could hardly answer that question. The men were on duty of other kinds so much they did not have much opportunity for instruction of a cavalry soldier.

Q) If they had enlisted 5 or 6 months before that, their duties were such that they could not receive very much instruction in the duties of a cavalry soldier?

A) No, sir - only what was given them that spring by Major Reno, and that was only a month or six weeks instruction.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) How long have you been in the service?

A) 14 years.

Q) In your duties as a non-commissioned officer, are you often called upon to drill the men?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did you drill these men frequently?

A) No, sir. It was mostly company drill and battalion drill - very little squad drill.

Q) Did you consider those men, in your opinion as a sergeant, unfit to take into action?

A) Some few I did.

Q) Is there not always some men unfit to take into action in a command of any considerable size?

A) It is very seldom that you can ever find so many poor horsemen as we had.

Q) Was there any particular cowardice on the part of the recruits?

A) No, sir. I don’t mean to say they were cowards. They would fire at random, not in time. They were not well enough drilled in horsemanship.

[CN] 3.15
 [CT] CURLEY: 1881 NARRATIVE AS TOLD TO CHARLES FRANCIS ROE, FROM THE ARMY AND NAVY JOURNAL MARCH 25, 1882

Reproduced below is the full text of the Curley interview with Lieutenant C.F. Roe, as it appeared in the Army and Navy Journal for 25 March 1882. This is not the first Curley account, but it is the first that can be directly attributed to him – rather than being generated by an over-eager newspaperman. I have made no notes or edits. 

To the Editor of the Army and Navy Journal:

Sir: I forward to you for publication the narrative of Curley, a Crow scout, who was with Gen. Custer’s command in 1876. He made the statement to me at Fort Custer, M. T., on the 8th Day of March, 1881, Leforge interpreting. The manner of expression is his, no effort being made to change it in any way. The remarks in brackets are mine.

Chas. F. Roe

Adjutant, 2d Cavalry

Fort Custer, M.T.

March 10, 1882

Curley’s Narrative

The 7th Cavalry camped on the Rosebud the last time; then Gen. Custer sent out thirteen scouts that evening. The scouts went to top of Wolf Mountain, and from there saw the village. There was an officer with the scouts, who sent a letter back to Gen. Custer. The scouts stopped on the top of Wolf Mt. Gen. Custer and two or three other officers - one noticed in particular had a very long beard - came up to the top of the mountain next morning very early; sun just up. Gen. Custer said to scouts:

“That’s good, we can see the village, and will charge on it.”

They went down from Wolf Mountain to a little valley of a creek this side, and there the troops formed a line, and they were put through some motions with their carbines. Then Gen. Custer told four of the scouts to go on ahead; I (Curley) was one of them. The scouts kept on till they came to a butte between two streams, mile and a half from Little Horn, between Custer Creek and Ash Creek.

Ash Creek, so called by Indians, has since been called Reno Creek. -R.)

From there we saw two mounted Indians coming from towards village; they came up pretty close; saw us, and saw big dust of command coming down Ash Creek, when they ran back, and when they got on the ridge just above the Little Horn they commenced to circle. About a mile from Little Horn the command separated, part went down Ash Creek to Little Horn, and forded at the mouth of Ash Creek. The other part that I was with came along down the ridge east side of Little Horn. Mitch Boyer and four scouts went down the ridge, and while going down the ridge could see the Indians going from the village up to fight Reno; when scouts got near a deep coulee they went off ridge down towards Little Horn and Custer with command kept on ridge. Mitch Boyer went back to ridge and with command came down deep coulee (or ravine). The four Crow scouts commenced firing into the village. While riding on the ridge the command rode two by two, and Mitch Boyer (half-breed interpreter -R.) told me that the two men at the head were brothers (Gen. Custer and his brother). The white horses were the first company. They came down ravine to its mouth, and one man on a gray horse with stripes on his arm rode down into the river, went across, and rode into the village very fast, right into the Indians; acted like a man that wanted to die. The Sioux could be seen mounting and coming towards Custer, and commenced to fire. The Sioux commenced the firing and the troops fired back, remaining mounted; that is, only the front part of the line fired, the line (or column -R.) was stretched up deep coulee, and away back on side of ridge. The Sioux were not surprised, but acted like they knew they were coming. The troops then turned from the mouth of coulee (ravine) at the river, and turned. The men in the lead motioning with their hands to go northeast, when the companies broke from the main column as if to meet on the main ridge again; while the companies were moving, the Indians crossed the river at the mouth of Coulee and further below, about opposite Custer point, and all along the river below Custer. They rode right up to the command, firing all the time, plenty of them. The troops fought on the ridge, firing Into the Indians as they came across the river and up the slopes. The soldiers kept firing all the time while they were moving from mouth of coulee.

The Sioux got after the Crows and ran them away back to pack train, this side of Ash Creek, half a mile from Little Horn. The Sioux got all around Custer’s command, behind him, etc.

After getting to the pack train I (Curley) left the other scouts and came back to one of the ridges behind where Custer was fighting, a little higher ridge. I took out my glasses and saw there was no one moving, no firing, and the troops all appeared to be killed. There were Indians moving all around me. I remained there a little while, saw the Indians fighting Reno, who had got on to the hill. Reno’s command moved out of timber (west side of Little Horn) and was running back, same time Crows were running back (on east side of Little Horn) driven by the Sioux. I could see them (Reno’s men) running, while Crows were running. When I got back to hill in rear of Custer I could see Reno’s men coming up on top of hill and saw them firing. Reno’s men ran from timber about same time Custer’s command turned from mouth of deep coulee, and same time Crows ran back. (From point of timber to mouth of coulee is about three miles.)

I (Curley) think it was about two hours from time command turned from deep coulee until 1 came back and they were all killed. I saw a good many men killed while they were moving from mouth of coulee back, obliquely. All I saw were killed north side of coulee. I heard plenty of firing way behind ridge I was on, but did not see any one leave Custer’s field at all, they must have gone there - ridge behind which I was on - before I came back. I heard firing up Little Creek, but there was no firing where Custer was. I could see from where I was, the Sioux moving around among the dead bodies, picking up things, some on foot and some mounted.

Cheyennes told me about a year ago, that they ran about thirty soldiers back from Reno’s command to near the top of Wolf Mountain and killed them there. (This is a mistake, if any were run back, they were from Custer’s command. - R) The place on Wolf Mountain would be about eight miles from Little Big Horn. I think the firing might have been that at Wolf Mountain, instead of behind me. When I left the ridge the sun was nearly down, then I went down the ridge on the east side, and went down through the bad lands on east side of Big Horn River, and came to the Yellowstone, opposite Fort Pease (about fifty miles from Custer Hill.- R) There I found Terry’s trail; followed it, and finding I could not overtake the command (Terry) I went to the Boat, which was coming up the Big Horn, and got on it.

The day of the fight was the fifth day after leaving mouth of Rosebud. They (the soldiers) traveled a good ways in a day, they traveled all day of the fourth (day) and traveled on, all that night, stopped on Little Creek, running into Rosebud in Rosebud Valley, took coffee, then came on all night, and came to Wolf Mountain, where scouts were, at daylight.

It was in forenoon when fight commenced and past noon when it was finished (meaning Custer’s immediate fight.)

[CN] 3.16
 [CN] CURLEY, CROW SCOUT: SEVERAL AND VARIED NARRATIVES OF 1876 ET SUB.

Probably the most inconsistent of the many Little Horn story-tellers was Curley, one of the Crow scouts who accompanied Custer’s command down the Little Horn on 25 June 1876. Curley has been widely portrayed as either an authentic survivor of the Custer fight or as one of the biggest liars ever to have walked on the earth. Some writers say that Curley was simply the victim of spurious or poor translations and that he never claimed to have done all of the things credited to him - most of which are fairly unbelievable if not preposterous. Others claim that Curley is an extremely reliable witness if one can only select the proper, i.e. true, information from his accounts. Of course this latter might be said of the testimony of virtually any witness. If we could easily determine what was false, self-serving, misleading, or simply wrong - and use the rest - we’d be in historians’ heaven. Unfortunately, what generally happens is that the writer selects whatever “facts” happen to fit his current theory and says that the rest of the information is not reliable. This is particularly true in the case of Curley’s accounts.

The several stories from and about Curley are not easily winnowed for truth, nor can the inconsistencies simply be written off as the errors or exaggerations of translators. It is also simplistic to say that there must be some truth in those accounts, for it is entirely possible that Curley never said anything that approached the truth of what he did and saw. One cannot and must not accept statements simply on the basis that they are not outlandish or heroic - look at the stories of Theodore Goldin as an example of the fallacy of such acceptance.

On the other hand, one must not dismiss Curley’s stories simply because they sometimes contradict one another or seem impossible. Often the seemingly impossible is exactly what happened. I don’t think that many military people, regardless of their feelings about George Armstrong Custer, truly believed the initial reports of the disaster on the Little Horn. It is difficult even today to believe that it actually happened: that an entire regiment of cavalry could have been so thoroughly smashed up by “savages.”

In any event, Curley’s accounts are a prominent part of the history of the fights on the Little Horn and deserve a place here if only for that reason. Besides, this writer does believe that there are clumps of truth contained in them and that such clumps can be separated if one is patient and uses Curley in concert with all other sources, especially those involving the hostile Indians and the friendly scouts - who really are the only other witnesses to those parts of the action for which Curley might be called a primary source.

All of the items contained herein have been edited to one extent or another, some by me, others by the original writer or compiler and the reader should also note that some of Curley’s accounts dealt with very limited areas of interest.

ONE OF THE FIRST CURLEY STORIES, FROM THE HELENA HERALD, 15 JULY 1876.

Not a single survivor of Custer’s command was found, and even up to the time General Terry made out his official report to General Sheridan it was supposed that the last soul had perished; but when the command returned to the Yellowstone they found there a Crow scout named “Curley,” who, as verified by Major Reno, rode out with Custer on that fatal day. He alone escaped, and his account of the battle we give below. It is interesting, as being the only story of the fight ever to be looked for from one who was an actual participant on Custer’s side - Curley being, in all human probability the only survivor of his command.

Custer, with his five companies, after separating from Reno and his seven companies, moved to the right around the base of a high hill overlooking the valley of the Little Horn through a ravine just wide enough to admit his column of fours. There were no signs of the presence of Indians in the hills on that side (the right bank) of the Little Horn, and the column moved steadily on until it rounded the hill and came in sight of the village lying in the valley below them. Custer appeared very much elated, and ordered the bugles to sound the charge, and moved on at the head of his column, waving his hat to encourage his men. When they neared the river, the Indians, concealed in the undergrowth on the opposite side of the river, opened fire on the troops, which checked the advance. Here a portion of the command were dismounted and thrown forward to the river, and returned the fire of the Indians. During this time the warriors were seen riding out of the village by hundreds, and deploying across his front to his left, as if with the intention of crossing the stream on his right, while the women and children were seen hastening out of the village in large numbers in the opposite direction.

During the fight at this point Curley saw two of Custer’s men killed who fell into the stream. After fighting a few moments here, Custer seemed convinced that it was impracticable to cross, as it could only be done in column of fours, exposed during the movement to a heavy fire from the front and both flanks. He, therefore, ordered the head of the column to the right, and bore diagonally into the hills, down stream, his men on foot, leading their horses. In the meantime the Indians had crossed the river (below) in immense numbers, and began to appear on his right flank and in his rear; and he had proceeded but a few hundred yards in the new direction the column had taken, when it became necessary to renew the fight with the Indians who had crossed the stream. At first the command remained together, but after some minutes fighting it was divided, a portion deploying circularly to the left, and the remainder similarly to the right, so that when the line was formed it bore a crude resemblance to a circle, advantage being taken as far as possible of the protection afforded by the ground. The horses were in the rear, the men on the line being dismounted, fighting on foot.

Of the incidents of the fight on other parts of the field than his own, Curley is not well informed, as he was himself concealed in a deep ravine, from which but a small part of the field was visible.

The fight appears to have begun, from Curley’s description of the situation of the sun, about 2:30 or 3 o’clock p.m., and continued without intermission until nearly sunset. The Indians had completely surrounded the command, leaving their horses in ravines well to the rear, themselves pressing forward to attack on foot…they made several charges on all points of Custer’s line; but the troops held their position firmly, and delivered a heavy fire, and every time drove them back. Curley says the firing was more rapid than anything he had ever conceived of, being a continuous roll, like (as he expressed it) “the snapping of the threads in the tearing of a blanket.”

The troops expended all the ammunition in their belts, and then sought their horses for the reserve ammunition carried in their saddle pockets.

As long as their ammunition held out, the troops, though losing considerably in the fight, maintained their position in spite of the efforts of the Sioux. From the weakening of their fire towards the close of the afternoon the Indians appeared to believe that their ammunition was about exhausted, and they made a grand final charge, in the course of which the last of the command was destroyed, the men being shot, where they laid in their positions in the line, at such close quarters that many were killed with arrows. Curley says that Custer remained alive through the greater part of the engagement, animating his men to determined resistance; but about an hour before the close of the fight received a mortal wound.

Curley says the field was thickly strewn with the dead bodies of the Sioux who fell in the attack - in number considerably more than the force of soldiers engaged. He is satisfied that their loss will exceed 300 killed, beside an immense number wounded. Curley accomplished his escape by drawing his blanket about him in the manner of the Sioux, and passing through an interval…in their line…

REFERENCES TO CURLEY FROM, THE “ARIKARA NARRATIVE.”

…When Custer stood at the bank where Hodgson’s stone stands, Curley and Black Fox (Arikara) were there with him (Goes Ahead confirms this). Pretty Face reported that after he had joined the Arikara he saw an Arikara with a white cloth about his head. Black Fox was the only Arikara with this on. When Black Fox reached the mouth of the Rosebud he met the older scouts already there. They came out to meet him; he came on slowly. In answer to their queries he said he and Curley got together near Reno ford. Curley told Black Fox he would take him back to show him where the soldiers left some hard tack. So Curley took Black Fox to the flat below the hills overlooking the present town of Busby north side. Curley told Black Fox that for his part he was going home…

…After Custer’s defeat, Coleman [trader James Coleman] was on the boat with Terry at the mouth of the Little Big Horn, when Curley appeared…held up his hand with a rag in it, and they waved him aboard…Coleman saw Curley make one sign, the sleep sign, once, then a crowd of officers and men cut off his view. George Morgan, a squaw-man…translated Curley’s signs and speech. He reported that Curley said he had crawled two miles wrapped in a Sioux blanket; that Custer’s command was wiped out and that Reno was in great danger…

JAMES M. SIPES TO WALTER M. CAMP, 22 MAY 1909.

We were fishing on left bank of Little Bighorn, and Curley rode into water on right bank just opposite us, through brush, and forded over to us. We were much surprised, and I suspect we exhibited some fear, for he held up his hands or gun and made a peace sign. Curley had three ponies and a red Sioux blanket, which he afterward told us he had taken from a dead Sioux. Said the extra ponies were stray ones which he had picked up as he had come along. He had a gun and had let down his hair (pompadour). Might have been a carbine or Winchester - not sure

FROM THE REPORT OF S JAMES WILSON [SEE APPENDIX 4.15]

An Indian Scout named “Curley,” known to have been with General Custer arrived about noon with information of a battle, but there being no interpreter on board very little reliable information was obtained. He wore an exceedingly dejected countenance, but his appetite proved to be in first class order…

FROM “CURLY, THE CROW” BY DR. THOMAS B. MARQUIS, FEATURING STORIES FROM THOMAS LEFORGE AND FRED MILLER.

…Late that Monday afternoon [Marquis and Leforge are incorrect as to the date - it was Tuesday - and Marquis sometimes is in error as to distances] an Indian youth on his pony emerged suddenly from a willow thicket, held up both of his hands in a token of peaceful intent, and went forward to a group of steamboat men who were playing cards on the sandy shore just above where the boat was tied up to a big cottonwood tree [see Sipes supra]. The Indian youth was Curly. He had no knowledge of the language of those white men, and none of them knew anything of his language. But, by gestures and by tracings on the sand, he conveyed to them some inklings of a great battle that had taken place the day before. He depicted Indians all around the soldiers, imitated the clattering fire of guns, and, with his accompanying and subsequent weeping and groaning in mental distress, indicated that all of the soldiers had been killed…

The Curly report at the steamboat was vague, of course. His story was not gathered in full until the lapse of several days, when…all had gone down the Bighorn river to its mouth, on the Yellowstone. There, at a base supply camp, Thomas H. Leforge, a white man living with the Crow tribe, interpreted for Curly while he told all that he knew. This was after the first of July, about a week after the battle.

In the book, “Memoirs of a White Crow Indian,” Leforge tells of that interview wherein he interpreted while Lieutenant Bradley made notes of Curly’s story. In the course of the narrative the young Crow repeatedly corrected an apparent impression that he had been in the fight. He declared clearly that he had not been in it. [Leforge quoted Curley as saying “I did nothing wonderful - I was not in the fight.”] He was not present when the Custer engagement opened, but was on a hill in the background and saw its beginning. After a short time he went farther away, to another hill, and watched the struggle for awhile. He saw some loose horses running away over the hills, and he captured two of them. He started then to go entirely away from the scene. But the captive horses impeded his movements, so he let them loose and took himself on his own pony completely out of probabilities of any of the hostile Indians catching him…

Red Star, an Arikara Indian who was one of the scouts under Varnum, says he saw Curly and Black Fox, an Arikara, with Custer at the time Custer looked from the bluffs bordering the east bank of the river just as the Reno men were going in their charge toward the Indian camps. Goes Ahead, a Crow, also saw them. Curly and Black Fox remained together, or they got together soon afterward up the river, where Reno’s soldiers had crossed…Then Curly proposed that he would take Black Fox on the back trail of the soldiers to a place where he knew they had left some hardtack. The two went toward the present Busby. Curly then said he was going to his home agency and he left the company of the Arikara. Darkness had come and the parting was 10 to 12 miles east of the battle scene.

In the Leforge stories he tells of having seen Curly very early on Monday morning. Leforge was in the base camp on the north side of the Yellowstone and just below the mouth of the Bighorn. Curly appeared on the south side of the Yellowstone, just across from the base camp. He and Leforge had sign talk communication across the river. Curly asked where were the Gibbon soldiers. Leforge informed him they had gone up the Bighorn, to the mouth of the Little Bighorn, and that the steamboat had also gone up there. Curly then left to go in that direction. Late that afternoon he arrived at the steamboat. He had not told Leforge of the battle. A week afterward he explained that he had been so dull and sleepy that morning that he was fancying the whole world already knew all about what had occurred…In the signtalk conversation he told Leforge he had come down Tullock creek to theYellowstone…

A rational story of Curly’s course just at that time was gathered from him by Fred Miller, who served through many years as a clerk at Crow Agency. Curly took Miller one day and showed him exactly where he went and told him what he did just as the Custer battle was about to begin. He said that he started toward the Custer men after General Custer had left the bluffs where he first looked at the Reno men going to the charge. But there were some Sioux on their ponies racing out beyond and around the southern side and rear of the Custer soldiers. Curly, on his pony, decided he had better get away from there. In order to do so unnoticed, he kept his own pony running along the hills at the right of the Sioux, and some distance from them, as if he also were in pursuit of the white men. The enemy Indians were looking toward the soldiers, not toward Curly. In a gulch he found a dead Sioux. He took the blanket from the body, quickly remounted his pony, and resumed his course. The taking of the blanket was not for concealment of himself, but was simply because it was a good blanket. He gradually swerved away and finally got entirely separated from the Sioux horsemen. All of the time he had been outside of the Sioux-Cheyenne encirclement, never was inside of it.

CURLEY ‘S INTERVIEWS WITH WALTER CAMP: 1908, 1909, 1910 AND 1913

Probably the most informative, of the Curley stories in many different ways, are those he gave to Walter Camp during the course of several interviews, some of them on the very ground being discussed. I give a great deal of credence to some of the details, especially geographic, but I must confess that I find it exceedingly difficult to believe any of Curley’s accounts of Custer’s movements or of his own. There are simply too many irreconcilable differences to write them off to faulty translations or a faulty memory. One of the most damning pieces of evidence is the absence of any mention of the Arikara, Black Fox. All evidence points to the conclusion that Curley and Black Fox were together before Custer went beyond Weir Point and left the field of combat together, traveling at least as far as the Busby flat together. Curley’s actual words, translated, of course, are given in quotation marks, the other words are those of Walter Camp. I have rearranged the interview excerpts to make it easier to see the great number of inconsistencies in the stories.

WHERE CUSTER, BOUYER AND CURLEY WENT: TO MEDICINE TAIL FORD

1908: On September 18, 1908, the Crow Curley, scout with Custer on July (sic) 25, 1876, accompanied me on a visit to the vicinity of the burning tepee and from there back over Custer’s route to the battlefield…He directed me to the site of the big Sioux camp, all of which, with the exception of the lone tepee covering a dead warrior, had been moved in advance of Custer’s arrival. This was located on the north side of Benteen Creek [Ash Creek], about 4 miles from the Little Bighorn, on a wide and smooth piece of ground gently sloping toward the creek…The site of the burning tepee he could not locate exactly…but it was on one side or the other of a gulch running through the camping ground…His means of identifying the locality was a high rocky bluff, from which he, with Mitch Bouyer and three other Crow scouts, had been watching the Sioux with field glasses all that forenoon before the arrival of Custer’s command. Curley said the tepee stood just opposite the bluff, and as the troops came along, the tepee was set on fire by the soldiers.

From this point he went with Custer’s battalion as it came along, and when Custer diverged from Reno’s trail, about 1 1/4 miles from the river, Bouyer and his four Crows went with Custer. Custer’s route from this point was directly across the country, on the crest of a long ridge, running to the bluffs and coming out at a point about 500 feet north of the Reno corral. From here Custer passed along the crest of the bluffs for fully 3/4 mile, in full view of the river and of the valley over across it. Custer hurried his men, going at a gallop most of the time. Reno and his command were plainly seen by Custer’s whole command while marching this 3/4 mile. On the first line of bluffs back from the river there are two high peaks marked “A” on the map, now called Reno [Weir] peaks. For some distance south of these there is a high ridge running parallel with the river, but not so high as the peaks Custer’s command passed into the valley of a tributary of Reno [Medicine Tail] Creek just behind this ridge and the peaks and went down it, going in a direction directly north and coming out into the bed of Reno Creek about a mile from its mouth at ford B. From the moment Custer’s command commenced to descend this tributary of Reno Creek, it passed out of view of Reno’s battalion, but Bouyer and his four scouts kept to the left of Custer, on the crest of the high ridge and peaks and at all times could command a view of the river and the bottoms beyond. Before Bouyer got to the peaks, he left three of his Crow scouts behind, with orders to watch the Indian camp in the valley opposite and any movements of Indians in Custer’s rear. Taking Curley with him, he passed on and over the peaks, and then on a course parallel with that of Custer (directly north) until they came down into the bed of Reno Creek, where they met Custer about 1/2 mile from the river. When they got to the top of the first of these peaks, they looked across and observed that Reno’s command was fighting. At the sight of this, Bouyer could hardly restrain himself and shouted and waved his hat excitedly for some little time. Undoubtedly Bouyer is the man seen by some in Reno’s command to wave his hat, for Custer never went to the peaks or high ridge; and when the hat was waved, Custer was entirely out of sight from Reno’s position and must have been so for several minutes.

After Bouyer and Curley joined Custer, the command passed rapidly down to Ford B.

1909:..Curley said Mitch Bouyer and 4 Crows, including himself, lay on rocky hill all forenoon watching the Sioux, and lone tepee in Indian camp was down under them, to left. When soldiers came along they set the tepee on fire. Here they joined Custer. While with Custer did he hear Reno’s firing? “No, after came down off bluff too much excitement and not paying attention to matters in that direction.”…“These three Crows [Hairy Moccasin, Goes Ahead and White Man Runs Him] were with Bouyer and me as far as the bluff at the cut bank just south of Ford B and about 1500 ft. from that ford. While we were here, Custer’s command hove in sight, galloping right down the coulee toward the river. Bouyer now said he would cut across and meet it, and he started down off the east slope of the bluff and I with him. Here Hairy Moccasin, Goes Ahead, and White Man Runs Him turned tail and put back up the river following our trail along the bluffs…”

Custer’s route according to Curley: Custer left coulee of Dry Creek [Medicine Tail] 900 ft. east of its mouth and struck the river 1,000 ft. downstream from its mouth. It is about 900 ft. further to the first high cut bank…

1910:..“Bouyer and the Crows were ahead of Custer‘s command. Custer did not see Reno’s fight. Mitch Bouyer and myself did. When Reno fighting no one but Mitch Bouyer with me. Before got to Crow Hill, Bouyer waved hat to Custer from here. Saw Reno fighting from Edgerly [Weir] peaks…saw retreat and Bouyer then gave signal to Custer. Custer and Tom Custer returned signal by waving hats, and men cheered. Bouyer probably told Custer Reno had been defeated, for Bouyer did a whole lot of talking to Custer when he joined him and kept talking while they were riding side by side.”

1913:..“The other four Crows remained with Custer until we got to ridge south of Medicine Tail Coulee. Here Hairy Moccasin, White Man Runs Him, and Goes Ahead left us, and Mitch and I went on. We joined Custer on Medicine Tail Coulee as he was advancing toward the village. He did not halt after we joined him. He had all the bugles blowing for some time, the purpose of which I did not understand.

“I had seen Reno defeated in the bottom and discussed it with Mitch. I saw Mitch say something to General Custer when we met him and presumed that he must have informed him about Reno’s situation…”

WHAT HAPPENED TO THE OTHER CROW SCOUTS

1908:..Before Bouyer got to the peaks, he left three of his Crow scouts behind, with orders to watch the Indian camp in the valley opposite and any movements of Indians in Custer’s rear…

1909:..“Hairy Moccasin, White Man, and Goes Ahead got away when Mitch Bouyer went down to see what Custer intended to do, as Custer was coming down Dry Creek. Then the 3 Crows shipped out without leave and went south along the bluffs. This was the last I saw of them until I met them on the Yellowstone some weeks later…”

1910:..“Custer had told Half Yellow Face and White Swan to go up on hill and take a look around, and instead of doing this they went with Reno. They were afraid and did not want to do as Custer ordered them. This was some little time after we had parted from Reno…”

1913:..“The reason White Swan and Half Yellow Face went with Reno was that at about the time Custer left the divide, he ordered these two Crows to go to a certain point on a butte and take a look. They did this, and instead of coming back to Custer and reporting, they went over to Reno’s battalion and remained with him..”

CURLEY’S ESCAPE - HIS HORSE(S) AND GUN(S)

1908:..Curley now decided to stay no longer. He turned around to look for his horse and there he found a hand-to-hand encounter. As for him the Sioux were a little too quick, and he saw a warrior running off with his horse at the end of a lariat. Just then a mounted Indian was shot off his pony. Catching the warrior’s horse and taking his Winchester and belt of cartridges to replace his own weapon which was dirty and working badly, he mounted and rode out…

1909:..“I escaped by riding to the right and front through dust and powder smoke, pulling over my head a cape made by cutting up blankets, which I had tied to my saddle. The Sioux appeared not to discover my identity. I was dressed in shirt and leggins, about the same as the Sioux, most of whom had their faces and clothing painted in striking colors…I passed a dead Sioux who had been killed by the fire of our soldiers on their retreat up from the river. I dismounted quickly and seized his gun and cartridge belt. Further on…I caught up with a loose Sioux pony which I led along with me until I came to the steamer…What kind of gun did he take from the dead Sioux and what did he do with his own? “Took Winchester.” Threw his own away…When he got to the boat did he have more than one horse, and where did he pick up the extra one? “Yes, had two. Picked up the extra one near Dry Creek…”

1910:..“When I rode out, there were no Sioux in front. I had a cape and cap made of a blanket and threw it over my head and rode out in disguise. The Sioux gave chase, but my horse was too fast, and they did not pursue far and I soon got away from them…I had my own gun, a Winchester, and leggins on…Soldiers killed this Sioux, and I took his gun and threw mine away. Had fired away all my ammunition. I had only thirty shells, and the soldier shells would not fit mine; so I took that of the Sioux…”

1913:..“I was riding my own horse. I found a dead Sioux and exchanged my Winchester for his Sharps rifle and belt of cartridges. On my saddle I had a coat made of a blanket with holes cut out for arms, and a hood over my head. In this fashion I rode out…I had only one horse when I arrived at the boat.”

CURLEY’S ESCAPE - WHO SAID WHAT

1908:..Mitch Bouyer now turned to Curley, saying Tom Custer had suggested that the scouts had better save themselves if they could. Bouyer advised Curley to try it, and Curley said he told Bouyer he would do so if he (Bouyer) also would try it. Bouyer declined by saying that he was too badly wounded, and he would have to stay to fight it out, although he believed they would all be killed…

1909:..“Mitch Bouyer told me to keep out of the skirmish as much as possible, as they might wish to send me with a dispatch to the other troops.”…it was Tom Custer who suggested to Bouyer and Curley how they could get away, and but for which, and the advice of Bouyer, Curley would probably never have attempted to leave the battlefield in the way he did…

1910:..“Mitch Bouyer said: ‘You had better leave now for we will all be cleaned out.’ Bouyer told me to ride out through the coulee over to east. Bouyer had been talking with General Custer and Custer’s brother Tom, and then he came and told me this…”

1913:..“On the battlefield, near Calhoun marker, I saw Mitch talking with the general. Mitch said that Custer told him the command would very likely all be wiped out and he (Custer) wanted the scouts to get out if they could…”

CURLEY’S ESCAPE - HIS ROUTE ON AND FROM THE BATTLEFIELD

1908:..The mass of Indians had now charged around on the flanks of the retreating soldiers, and Curley, by riding around the corner as though one of the charging Indians and giving voice to the Sioux yell or war cry, passed out without being recognized and was soon in a ravine, out of sight. He went up the right-hand ravine (to the right of Godfrey’s spring), and stopped to look back only twice. He estimates that his last look at the battlefield must have been 1/2 hour after leaving, and the soldiers were still fighting although he could see nothing of their formation. He traveled on a wide circuit and met the steamer Far West lying at the mouth of the Little Bighorn, where he got aboard and remained for several days…

1909:..“I escaped to the right and front…As nearly as I can recollect I went straight east or south of east, turning the point of the hill…Further on, and on the north slope of the coulee of Dry Creek [Medicine Tail], rather out of view of the battle in progress, I caught up with a loose Sioux pony…After I left the Custer battlefield, I went east and crossed the divide to the Rosebud and went down it to its mouth, where the steamer had ferried us across the Yellowstone before we started up the Rosebud. Here I found no one but Gibbon’s trail up the Yellowstone and followed it. I did not overtake Gibbon, but when I got onto the divide east of the Big Horn, I saw the steamer and went to it at the junction of Little Bighorn and the Big Horn. I arrived at the steamer about the middle of the forenoon of the third day having been three nights on the way…Did not meet anyone [on the way]. He was all the while on east side of Little Bighorn…”

1910:..From where Curley left at the 4 markers [at extreme southeast], the bearing to coulee up which rode is N81 deg. E or 9 deg. north of east natural bearings…”I rode up the coulee to the head of it and over the distant ridge.” What route to steamer? “To Tullock to Rosebud and then across to Big Horn. After leaving Custer, went beyond high point close to Tullock’s fork and next morning went to Rosebud and back to Big Horn. Did not go to mouth of Rosebud. Started west because my home in that direction. Intended to go north of Big Horn where I thought there would be a camp (and there was such)…went to Rosebud but not to mouth…”

1913:..“I first went over to Lookout Point and remained at the summit, on back side, until sundown. From there I could see soldiers gathered on Reno hill. I went on and got to Tullock’s fork by dark. There I halted and next went to Sarpy Creek and down it to Yellowstone and up it, on south side, and saw camp over in Pease bottom. In that vicinity I shot and killed a bull (buffalo) and roasted some of the meat, which was the first thing I had to eat since leaving the soldiers. I went on upstream and picked up Gibbon’s trail and followed it to the steamer. On this trail I found fragments of hardtack to eat…”

CURLEY’S ARRIVAL AT THE BOAT, AND AFTERWARD

1908:..According to the account of Grant Marsh, captain of the steamer, Curley came through the brush on the river’s bank, naked, armed and riding an Indian pony. They saw at once that something was wrong with the Indian, but no Crow interpreter was around, and Curley was having difficulty in making his audience understand. He would grab his hair, pull it straight up, groan, and then make a motion to indicate scalping…Finally he grabbed up a piece of paper and pencil…He first drew a small circle and within it made dots, which he intended to represent soldiers. He next drew a much larger circle surrounding the first and between them drew a large number of dots, saying, as he dotted them down, ‘Heap Sioux, heap Sioux.’ This made matters clearer to the dull people…

1909:..The way Curley communicated the news of the Custer defeat. [Camp then shows a graphic depiction of the circle-within-a-circle] Within the smaller circle: ‘soldiers’. Between the two circumference lines: ‘Heap Sioux.’

After got to boat was sent back to battlefield with a message and then returned to boat. “We cut hay bedding for the wounded soldiers on the boat…”

“The story about my going to Custer on the battlefield and trying to persuade him to try to escape after the men were nearly all killed is untrue. I never told it. The fact that I could speak no English and Custer not a word of Crow shows how ridiculous the story is…”

1910:..In Bismarck Tribune July 12, 1876, Grant Marsh reports that Curley came to boat on morning of June 27, and ‘before Terry had found remains of the Custer command.’ Says Curley captured 2 horses from Sioux. Says Curley then told (as soon as interpreter could be had) about changing the dress of his hair in getting out of Custer fight…”At the steamer I told of Custer’s defeat by sticking little sticks in the ground and then sweeping them away with my hand. I also pointed at the sticks and made motions like scalping by pulling at my own hair and groaning, but the soldiers were dull and did not appear to understand me. I also did this on top of a box [the circle-within-a-circle graphic is shown].”

He also continually repeated ‘Absaroke, Absaroke’ [this is the Crow word for themselves]…He meant that he was a Crow and that the other scouts had run away and soldiers killed. One of the things Curley did to convey information of who he was, was to beat upon his breast and say ‘Absaroke, Absaroke.’ Some of the scholarly men about Washington and elsewhere are still studying the archives to find out what Curley meant…Curley on June 28 carried a message from Far West to battlefield and saw some of the dead buried. The dead were then partly buried. This was the next day after he got to the steamer. “The note which I carried up Little Bighorn on June 28 was to Custer battlefield. From there I took a message to camp on flat where Half Yellow Face and White Swan were and from there took a message to steamer.”…” I was then given another message and sent back to steamer which was tied up right where ice house of Ft. Custer was afterward built. Soldiers on steamer put grass in steamer to put wounded on. That night carried wounded soldiers down and put on steamer and next morning went to Yellowstone river, and Half Yellow Face and I camped with soldiers.

“Late in p.m. we got to Pease bottom where the steamer was. There we were ferried across Yellowstone by steamer, I and my horse were the first to go on board. We had Tom LaForge [LeForge] on steamer, a good interpreter. The soldiers knew that I had been with Custer and talked with me much. I have always told the same story but there have been different interpreters.

“Next morning went to No Hip…I was barefoot and wished I had a pair of shoes. I had got my moccasins wet and torn them and was in bad shape. I talked to Gibbon…and said: ‘You enlisted us to fight the Sioux and then went and sold us 6 Crows to Custer for $600. I was told this by Bouyer. I don’t like this and I want to go home. You have not used us for the purpose for which we enlisted, and you have got me nearly killed. I want to go home.’ Gibbon said: ‘Well, you have nearly lost your life and you may go.’ Gibbon gave me meat and sugar and hardtack and let me go home. Left the soldiers seven days after the fight and went home. White Swan, who was shot in thigh and wrist stayed at Pease bottom and doctor with him until his folks came after him. White Swan’s horse was hit three times. White Swan was shot in the retreat of the Rees out of bottom…” Did he and Face accompany detail that took away bodies of officers in 1877? Get him to tell me something about it. “Yes, I was there, but Half Yellow Face not. We looked for Bouyer’s body for eight days and never found it. We found his saddle and horse in village but not the body. White Man, Hairy Moccasin, and Goes Ahead told soldiers at mouth of Little Bighorn [Gibbon/Terry on 26 June] that Half Yellow Face, White Swan, and I were dead. And when they got home they told the same story, and the people of us three tortured themselves over the news before they learned that I had escaped…”

1913:..“After I got to the boat, a white man was going up to the battlefield and I went with him. When I got there the dead had not all been buried. I was sent back to the boat with a message and slept on the boat that night, June 28…”

CUSTER’S MOVEMENTS TO AND FROM MEDICINE TAIL FORD

1908:..Custer’s command passed into the valley of a tributary of Reno Creek [Medicine Tail]…and went down it, going in a direction directly north and coming out into the bed of Reno Creek about a mile from its mouth at Ford B…they met Custer about 1/2 mile from the river…

After Bouyer and Curley joined Custer, the command passed rapidly down to Ford B. As soon as the soldiers came in sight of the village, the Sioux gave voice to a “heap big yell, like dog,” as Curley expressed it, and when Custer’s soldiers got closer, there was “heap shoot, bang! bang! bang!” The troops did not dismount here, and some of them rode into the river before stopping and turning back. Curley saw one soldier gallop across the river just below the ford at great speed, pass up the bank, through the Sioux posted along it, and come out into full view on the open ground beyond the ford. The Sioux defending the ford he observed to be all dismounted…

When Custer withdrew from the ford, he proceeded down the river for some distance and then struck out for higher ground in columns of fours, going direct to the point where markers are found at the southeast point of the battlefield (Sergeant Finley’s marker). Before they got to this point, Mitch Bouyer lost his horse. Indians were now in front and in the ravines on both sides, and a strong force of Indians was coming up in the rear. Curley says the command was being driven like a herd of horses, and the only thing that could be done was to charge the enemy in the direction that was thought to be the most advantageous to go and then only to have them close in on all sides. The front was driving the Indians and the rear was being driven. In ascending to the elevation now marked by the slabs for Calhoun and Crittenden, an attempt was made to cover the retreat until some kind of a stand could be made. Men were left at the Finley marker, and some of the troops dismounted just beyond this, Curley staking his horse with the rest. The dismounted men then tried to drive the Indians from the gulch ahead, but the men left in the rear were quickly killed, and the advance of the Indians from that direction was hardly checked at all.

Custer stopped at this point for a brief space of time…There was a hurried conference of officers, and Bouyer told Curley that the subject of conversation was to the effect that if the command could make a stand somewhere, the remainder of the regiment would probably soon come up and relieve them. Personally, Bouyer did not expect that relief would come, as he thought the other commands had been scared out. Bouyer thought the orders would be to charge straight ahead, drive the Indians from the ravine, and try to find more favorable ground. For a moment or two the fire of the Indians slackened in this direction, and it was thought the plan could be carried out, when a large force of warriors swept around that corner as if in anticipation of the intentions of the soldiers…There was then “heap shoot, shoot, shoot” (Curley clapping his hands after the manner of the sign language to indicate the rapidity of the firing). It was now plain that no advance could be made in the intended direction, and Custer struck out westward, it being understood that some of the soldiers (probably Calhoun’s troop) would try to hold the ground at this corner. Curley says, however, that the men would not stand, all who could do so either going for their horses or running in the direction of the general retreat, which was headed for the highest ground, now occupied by the monument. In doing this they had to run the gauntlet of a fire from a ravine full of warriors to the northward and a large force of Indians shooting over the long ridge extending westerly to the monument…

Most of the men able to do so had now followed the line of retreat down the gully and diagonally up the slope toward the monument. In this the men with the gray horses appeared to be keeping well together, but it seemed to him that the other companies were getting badly mixed up [At this point in time Boyer suggested to Curley that he should save himself - see preceding sections]…

1909:..After Custer had sighted the village and was moving toward it, did Mitch Bouyer say what movement he thought Custer was about to make? Did he think Custer was going to charge the village? “Yes, thought Custer was going to charge.”…

Custer’s route according to Curley: Custer left coulee of Dry Creek [Medicine Tail] 900 ft. east of its mouth and struck the river 1,000 ft. downstream from its mouth. It is about 900 ft. further to the first high cut bank. It appeared to Curley here that Custer would charge across into the village, but the west bank was thick with dismounted Sioux, and back in the village hundreds of mounted ones were coming up. Good many soldiers got nearly into water and one got across and was killed in village. He was some noncommissioned officer. The hot fire then impressed Curley with the idea that it would be necessary for Custer to retreat, and he did so, going in a direction downstream and quartering back upon the high ridge.

“While Custer’s firing at the cut bank was in progress I saw no large body of Indians fording, but as soon as we began to retreat they must have swarmed across both above and below us, for we had not proceeded one-third of the way to the ridge before the Sioux were thick upon both our right and left flanks firing into us heavily. I do not know whether or not anyone was killed on the way to the ridge but the firing was so heavy that I do not see how the command made the ridge without some loss. Going up from river, Sioux on all sides except front…

When Custer retreated up from the river, did he stop anywhere to fight? “Did not stop but did some firing.” When got up to about where fence is they began dismounting, and dismounted men were on flanks of horseholders to protect them. “After we made the ridge just west of where Calhoun’s marker is placed, we were twice ordered to load and fire together. It occurred to me at the time that this must be some signal…”

The apparent line of men between C and H Curley says were men who charged Indians. Other Indians charged in behind them and cut them off and most of them were killed [Curley now makes his escape - see preceding sections]…

1910:..When he and Bouyer, on Bouyer hill [Weir Peak], saw Custer’s command up Medicine Tail Coulee, was the command standing still or coming down the coulee? “Coming.” When he and Bouyer went from bluff down into Medicine Tail Coulee to meet Custer did Custer remain there any length of time? “No, kept going right on.” Also whether Custer stopped in Medicine Tail Coulee any considerable length of time…” Did not stop.”

In retreating up from river what was the formation - column or skirmish line? What officer did he see on this retreat and where was he, in front or rear? What was Custer doing down at the river and how long did he wait down there? “No time at all.” Did he see any soldiers on top of Greasy Grass hill when he was on the flat or at any other time? “Yes, 10 or 15 went up and along the ridge, probably guides or flankers. When whole command was at Finley the volleys were fire4, and they were fired at the Sioux who were closing in.”

Curley got away to 4 markers at extreme southeast. While here the Indians were killing soldiers over by Finley, and all soldiers halted here. Sioux were on all sides shooting. Soldiers were dismounted and leading horses and firing at Sioux as best they could. Sioux were all along on Custer ridge [Curley makes his escape at this point]…

1913: [Curley gives no information relative to Custer’s movements in this interview].

EXCERPTS FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH GENERAL HUGH SCOTT, 24 AUGUST 1919.

[The following account was given to General Scott on the ground, and was translated by Russell White Bear, with Angela Buell acting as stenographer. The words are direct quotations ascribed to Curley, except those attributed to White Man Runs Him, who was also present. The account of White Man Runs Him is in Appendix 3.116].

ON THE SOUTH SIDE OF RENO [ASH] CREEK, ABOUT 1 1/4 MILES FROM THE MOUTH [This would put them on the flat between Ash Creek and its main northern tributary]

Custer with his men came down Reno Creek. We stopped by some pines for a little while, about 4 miles from the mouth of the creek. Then we came down to the flat over there. (As pointed out by White Man Runs Him). Mitch Boyer talked to the Scouts and told us that Custer wanted Half Yellow Face and White Swan to go over on the hill to the ridge and look over at the camp. The two Scouts were almost to the foot of the hill when the trumpeter sounded a call and the left wing started moving. That was Reno who moved. The scouts turned to the left and joined Reno. Another outfit went further up the river (Benteen). Mitch Boyer said, “Come on, we will go up on the hill and look over.” So Mitch Boyer and we four Crows started up the hill on a gallop and when we looked back from the top of the hill, Custer had moved on and Reno had crossed the river. Custer and his brother went to the right of us as we were standing on the hill. Custer turned around as he reached the top of the ridge and waved his hat, and his men at the bottom of the hill waved their hats and shouted. Custer kept on going on the ridge and the men followed him. Custer’s men were about 100 yards ahead of us. We scouts followed Custer. We galloped our horses and moved faster after Custer and his men. Custer went to a point on. the ridge and then turned to the right and followed a coulee down in a northerly direction. When Custer left, Mitch Boyer and we Scouts remained on the point. When we looked down to the camp we noticed there were not many around and Mitch Boyer said he thought the Indians were out campaigning somewhere and suggested we hurry down and fight them. There were 5 of us altogether. We went further north on the high bluffs and came near the Indian camp just below the bluffs. Each of us fired 2 or 3 shots at the camp. Custer had reached the river when we were at this point on the bluffs. The Indians commenced moving as soon as Custer reached the river. There were thousands of them, some going toward Custer and some towards Reno. When Custer reached the river, we turned. By the time Custer reached the river Mitch Boyer said he was going down to Custer and his men, and for the rest of us to go back to the pack outfit. Being on the hill we could see Reno was retreating and was well to the foot of the hills. The Arapahoe [Arikara] scouts of Custer had some of the Sioux horses and brought them across the river just below the ridge on the east side. We also met two groups of soldiers on the ridge just north of where Reno made his stand. We came back past the Arapahoe scouts but do not know what became of them afterwards. The Sioux did not follow Reno across the river at first. Their attention was turned to where some Crow and Arapahoe [Arikara] scouts were surrounded in some woods on the west side of the river. We stopped while they were doing this. Things looked bad, so we thought we had better hunt safety. We then turned, and followed the ridge, going east toward the Rosebud. I left the others and traveled toward the mouth of Reno Creek in a Southwest direction. The others yelled to me and asked where I was going. I answered “I am going down to see if I can reach the river and get some water.” They said “Come on; do not go that way, it is dangerous there.” But I did not listen to them. After traveling as far as where Custer crossed Reno Creek to go on the ridge, I turned up (east) Reno Creek toward the buttes and met the pack train. The outfit went on thru and that was the last I saw of them. The outfit was about three miles up the creek when I saw them. From the butte above when I saw and met the pack outfit, I went on down to the mouth of the Little Horn. The Arapahoe [Arikara]scouts came from near the Gros Ventres, down on the Little Missouri River.

Note: by the interpreter and stenographer:

While White Man Runs Him was talking, Curley often interrupted him and laughed and said he was telling many lies. Then he became sulky and went back and got in the machine. General Scott told them to talk one at a time. We could not see any real material difference in the stories of the two scouts, although there seemed to be a great deal of feeling between the two.

On being questioned, White Man Runs Him said the 3 scouts Hairy Moccasin, Goes Ahead and himself, stayed and fought with Reno. White Swan and Half Yellow Face were down in the trees near the Little Horn where they were fortified and fighting.

AT RENO’S BATTLEFIELD

Q) Where was Custer when you saw Reno come across?

A) Over the divide to the right of the first intrenchment. Custer saw the camp from the highest point on the ridge to the right of the first intrenchment. He just saw Reno going down the valley but did not see him come back.

Q) How far down the valley did Reno get?

A) The Sioux met Reno’s command where Garryowen now is.

Q) Where did he cross coming back?

A) I do not know. I was not there to see them?

Q) Did you see a Negro with them?

A) He was killed on the other side of the river.

[I have taken the following from the account of White Man Runs Him given at the same times and places as Curley’s to illustrate that, despite the statement of the translator and stenographer, there were indeed material differences in the accounts].

If it wasn’t for Mitch Boyer most likely I would be there with Custer buried, but Mitch Boyer told us to go back. There were only three of us, Hairy Moccasin, Goes Ahead and myself. We did not see Curley…Curley would have been one of the live ones because he was with the Arikarees and the horses. There were older men with me and they all said my story was true as much as they could remember in all the excitement; but I did not see Curley at all when he went back to the pack train. The Arapahoes [Arikaras] said they took the horses and went to the Rosebud junction (near Lame Deer). When they left with the horses they hurried and by evening they were where the Rosebud flows into the Yellowstone. They said Curley was with them… Curley left us up on Reno Creek. I do not like to quarrel with Curley, but that is the truth [At the mouth of Medicine Tail Creek]…

Q) What did the scouts do then? Where was Mitch Boyer?

A) He was on that point there.

Q) Where was Curley?

A) He was back on the ridge.

SOME OTHER COMMENTS ON CURLEY BY OTHER SCOUTS

[Goes Ahead, White Man Runs Him and Hairy Moccasin were each interviewed by Walter Camp, who appeared desperately to want to be able to believe Curley. Camp seemed to think that nothing they said contradicted Curley’s accounts].

GOES AHEAD TO WALTER CAMP 5 AUGUST 1909

…After separating from Reno 4 Crows went with Custer. With him when he turned to right off Reno’s trail. “As to whether Curley left us and went back I decline to answer. I prefer that White Man or Hairy Moccasin answer this question…”

HAIRY MOCCASIN TO WALTER CAMP 23 FEBRUARY 1911

“…Curley had left us at Weir peaks and cleared out of the country, and we did not see him again for about fourteen sleeps…”

SOLDIER, ARIKARA SCOUT, TO WALTER CAMP, NO DATE

“…Black Fox overtook us, leading a horse. He had run away with the Crows and left them and overtook us. The Crows told him how to get to mouth Rosebud…”

YOUNG HAWK, ARIKARA SCOUT, TO WALTER CAMP, NO DATE

“…At camp on Pease bottom a Crow Indian who wore a belt of buffalo hide…told me that the Ree who wore the two rabbit ears (Black Fox) was the one whom ‘we picked up after the Custer fight. When we left Little Bighorn we saw a man going away off and we chased him and found out he was a Ree. I told the Ree that I had captured five head of horses and gave a black horse to Black Fox…This is the horse Black Fox rode when he overtook the other Rees at mouth of Rosebud. When we arrived at the Rosebud I found Black Fox there and the black horse identical with the description given me by the Crow, which proves that Black Fox was with the Crows after leaving Little Bighorn after battle…” [It must be noted that Curley was the only Crow scout who had left the Little Horn who was at the camp at Pease bottom. The others from the fight who were there were Half Yellow Face and White Swan, both of whom had been among the “rescued” on 27 June. White Swan had been severely wounded in the valley fight].

GOES AHEAD, IN THE ARIKARA NARRATIVE, PUBLISHED 1920

…As Custer swung off from the trail after Reno left him to cross the upper ford there was an Ankara scout and four Crow scouts with him…Custer had told the Crow scouts to stay out of the fight and they went to the left along the ridge overlooking the river while he took his command to the right (Goes Ahead is sure Curley, the Crow scout, was not with him). At this point both Curley and Black Fox, Arikara scout, disappeared…

WHITE MAN RUNS HIM TO COLONEL TIM MCCOY, 1919

“…I have heard many people say that Curley was the only survivor of this battle, but Curley was not in the battle. Just about the time Reno attacked the village, Curley with some Arikara scouts ran off a big band of Sioux ponies and rode away with them. Some of the Arikaras, whom I met afterwards, told me that Curley went with them as far as the Junction (where the Rosebud joins the Yellowstone River). I did not see Curley again until the next fall…”

HAIRY MOCCASIN, IN THE TEPEE BOOK, JUNE 1916

“…Three of us stopped to fire into the village. We saw no more of Curley after that. I don’t know where he went. When we met Custer he asked, ‘How is it?’ I said, ‘Reno’s men are fighting hard.’ We went with the command down into a dry gulch where we could not see the village. Custer told Mitch Boyer to tell us to go back to the pack-train, which we did…”

TWO VERSIONS OF “CURLEY’S LAST STORY” AS TOLD TO AND BY RUSSELL WHITE BEAR, CIRCA 1926 AND 1938.

[Russell White Bear was himself a Crow Indian, and served as interpreter for Curley on several occasions, notably for Walter Camp and General Hugh Scott. Both of the following accounts are taken from Graham’s The Custer Myth. The first is from a letter to a person who was not identified by Graham, while the second is from a letter to Fred Dustin].

THE FIRST “LAST STORY”

This is Curley’s last story. Curley died about three years ago.

“Custer, after leaving Major Reno’s command and on reaching the Medicine Tail Creek, halted his command, and here the men rearranged their saddles. Custer at this point gave a trooper a paper and after a brief conversation, the trooper rode away, heading north This trooper rode a sorrel-roan horse After Custer sent his message away he rode to an officer who seemed to be in command of one of the troops (this troop had gray horses) and gave him an order. Immediately the troop turned its direction toward the Little Horn. Custer with the remainder of his command continued going northward - his trail was about 1 1/2 miles from the river. In the meantime Mitch Bouyer told Curley to leave the command and go to Terry.”

Mitch Bouyer’s conversation with Curley was: “Curley, you are very young [Curley was between 16 and 20 years of age] - you do not know much about fighting. I am going to advise you to leave us and if you can get away by detouring and keeping out of the way of the Sioux, do so, and go to the other soldiers (meaning Terry’s men) and tell them that all are killed. That man (pointing to Custer) will stop at nothing. He is going to take us right into the village where there are many more warriors than we have. We have no chance at all.”

The two men hastily shook hands and Curley departed. He immediately turned his bay horse around and retraced Custer’s trail as he was instructed by Mitch Bouyer. Curley rode back to the creek where Custer and his men halted a few minutes before and then followed its meanderings up until he came to a tributary that took him on a northerly direction. He followed this tributary until he reached the high ridge east of the battlefield. From this place Curley (about 1 1/2 miles from the battlefield) with field glasses could see the battle. He saw how the Sioux circled Custer’s men. After being satisfied that what Mitch Bouyer said came true, he rode away toward the Pine Hills.”

The foregoing shows what Custer did on reaching Medicine Tail Creek.

THE SECOND, OR PERHAPS LAST, “LAST STORY”

“…A few days before Curley passed away - I visited him and said ‘Curley - I have interpreted for you a number of times - I am not clear yet on your stories - tell me for the last time if you were with Custer up to the time when the gray horse troop separated from the main command.

Curley replied: ‘Mitch Bouyer remained with Custer’s men when Reno separated to go to the valley. We rode to the north fork of Reno Creek and crossed it, going to the hill, turning westward on the ridge we could see nothing of the valley where the village was located - Custer’s troops were not hurrying they rode at a walk probably because they were going up a grade. When we reached the ridge the soldiers kept marching on the east side of Reno Hill and going down to the west side of the ridge down a ravine, running northward. At this point Custer and two other soldiers besides Bouyer and I rode over to a high point that overlooks the Little Big Horn Valley to see what was going on - we could see the dust rising everywhere down the valley. Reno’s men were riding toward the Indians - Custer nor any of us dismounted. Custer made a brief survey of the situation and turned and rode to his command. He did not ask Bouyer or me about the country - we rode following the creek as you know - we were all the time going away from the valley. We finally came out at the Creek - Medicine Tail Creek - and seeing we were a long ways from the valley - Custer - turning left, rode down Medicine Tail. After riding awhile, he halted the command - then the gray horse troop left us and started down the creek - when we turned north - crossing Medicine Tail Creek going on the hills north of the creek - here the command halted again - Custer wrote a message and handed to a young man - on a sorrel-roan horse - who galloped away. Bouyer called me to him - he said – “Curley you better leave us here” he said – “You ride back over the trail a ways and then go to one of the high points” - pointing eastward over to the high ridge east of the Custer Hill – “watch awhile and see if the Sioux are besting us and you make your way back to Terry and tell him we are all killed.”’ Curley immediately turned back - done as he was instructed - He climbed to the high point - with glasses he watched the battle awhile and then rode away. As he was riding along he came to a horse without a rider, and looking around he found a dead Sioux - he stripped off his equipments and went away. The dead Sioux was killed by Goes Ahead.”

THOMAS H. LEFORGE ON CURLEY

Tom LeForge was the Crow interpreter with Gibbon’s command. He was left behind at the field hospital at Pease Bottom suffering from a broken collarbone. The following, which has been previously alluded to, is taken from ‘Memoirs of a White Crow Indian’. [refer to B2.111]

On Monday morning following my going into hospital at Fort Pease camp, as I rambled by the river I saw an Indian come on horseback to the opposite bank. He dismounted and set himself at building a fire, as if he would cook a breakfast. I watched him awhile, then I called across and attracted his attention. By sign-talk I learned he was one of my scouts, Curly, the seventeen-year-old Crow. He signed an inquiry as to the whereabouts of Gray Beard, their name for General Gibbon. I indicated that he had gone up the Bighorn River on the steamboat. Curly mounted his horse and rode away in that direction. I supposed he had a dispatch. He gave no intimation of there having been a fight. He told me afterward that he was so sleepy he was thinking everybody knew all about it. He took the news to Gibbon, but this was not his special intent. He was merely looking for Gibbon’s soldiers, to report for further duty [in fact, when he took a message from the boat to the battlefield, he said nothing of having witnessed any part of the Custer fight]. That same morning Bradley’s Crow scouts sign-talked across the Bighorn River with the Reno and Custer Crows who were fleeing to the agency. From these escaping scouts the column of soldiers learned of the calamity…I interpreted for Lieutenant Bradley when he interviewed Curly, several days after the Custer battle…He was spoken of then as the “sole survivor” of the disaster. But he himself did not lay claim to that kind of distinction. On the contrary, again and again during the long examination of him by Bradley, the young scout said, “I was not in the fight.” When gazed upon and congratulated by visitors he declared, “I did nothing wonderful; I was not in it.” He told us that when the engagement opened he was behind with other Crows. He hurried away to a distance of about a mile, paused there, and looked for a brief time on the conflict. Soon he got still farther away, stopping on a hill to take another look He told me that he directed his course toward Tullock’s Fork and came down the same trail I had come down on another occasion with Captain Ball and Lieutenant Roe.

Romantic writers seized upon Curly as a subject suited to their fanciful literary purposes. In spite of himself, he was treated as a hero. He took no special pains to deny the written stories of his unique cunning. He could not read, he could speak only a little English, and it is likely he knew of no reason why he should make any special denial. The persistent claim put forward for him by others, but as though it came directly from him, brought upon him the Sioux accusation, “Curly is a liar; nobody with Custer escaped us.” But he was not a liar. All through his subsequent life he modestly avowed from time to time what he did to Bradley, “I did nothing wonderful; I was not in the fight.” I knew him from his early boyhood until his death in early old age [LeForge must never have read or heard of Curley’s interviews with Walter Camp but he certainly knew of Curley’s statements to Lieutenant C.F. Roe]…

CURLEY’S STATEMENT TO CHARLES FRANCIS ROE 1882

Thomas LeForge also interpreted an interview between Curley and Lt. Charles F. Roe of the Second Cavalry [Company F at the time of the 1876 campaign] in 1881, which was published in the Army and Navy Journal in its issue of 25 March 1882 [see Appendix 3.15]. In this interview, Curley offers details that he could only have seen had he actually been with the troops, which he was not and which LeForge in his memoirs says Curley never claimed. So we have inconsistencies even among those who try to explain away Curley’s multitude of what become patently-obvious fabrications. Among other things, in the Roe interview Curley states:

…The White Horses were the first company. They came down ravine to its mouth, and one man on a gray horse with stripes on his arm rode down into the river, went across, and rode into the village very fast, right into the Indians; acted like a man that wanted to die. The Sioux could be seen mounting and coming toward Custer, and commenced to fire. The Sioux commenced the firing and the troops fired back, remaining mounted; that is, only the front part of the line fired, the line was stretched up a deep cooley, and away back on side of the ridge. The Sioux were not surprised, but acted like they knew they were coming. The troops then turned from the mouth of the cooley at the river, and turned.

The men in the lead motioning with their hands to go northeast, when the companies broke from the main column as if to meet on the main ridge again; while the companies were moving, the Indians crossed river at the mouth of the cooley and further below, about opposite Custer point, and all along the river below Custer. They rode right up to the command, firing all the time, plenty of them. The troops fought on the ridge, firing into the Indians as they came across the river and up the slopes. The soldiers kept firing all the time while they were moving from the mouth of cooley

The Sioux got after the Crows and ran them away back to pack train; this side of Ash Creek, half a mile from Little Horn. The Sioux got all around Custer’s command, behind him, etc.

After getting to the pack train I [Curley] left the other scouts and came back to one of the ridges behind where Custer was fighting, a little higher ridge. I took out my glass and saw there was no one moving, no firing, and the troops all appeared to be killed. There were Indians moving all around me. I remained there a little while, saw the Indians fighting Reno, who had gone onto the hill. Reno’s command moved out of timber and was running back, same time Crows were running back driven by the Sioux. I could see them [Reno’s men] running, while Crows were running. When I got back to the hill in rear of Custer I could see Reno’s men coming up on top of hill and saw them firing. Reno’s men ran from timber about the same time Custer’s command was turned from mouth of deep cooley, and same time Crows ran back.

CURLEY’S ACCOUNT GIVEN TO DR. JOSEPH K. DIXON, AS IT APPEARED IN ‘THE VANISHING RACE’ 1913. DATE OF INTERVIEW NOT SPECIFIED.

We had been brought to the Little Rosebud down the Yellowstone by steamer. After we had landed we were told to get dinner, dress ourselves, paint up, and get ready to scout. Then we heard that General Custer wanted to see us. We mounted and rode over to General Custer’s Camp. He had a big tent. We got off at the door. I was the first to shake his hand. I had a dollar in my hand, and I pressed that into his hand. Each scout shook hands with him. When I saw Custer sitting there, tall and slim, with broad shoulders and kind eyes, I said to myself: “There is a kind, brave, and thinking man.” The first words that Custer uttered were: “I have seen all the tribes but the Crows, and now I see them for the first time, and I think they are good and brave scouts. I have some scouts here, but they are worthless [referencing the Arikaras]. I have heard that the Crows are good scouts, and I have sent for you to come to my command. I have given General Terry six hundred dollars for the use of you Crow Indians as scouts. I have called you Indians here not to fight but to trace the enemy and tell me where they are; I do not want you to fight. You find the Indians and I will do the fighting. With all these dollars I have given you I want you to go into the steamboat and buy some shirts and paint. We will leave here in two days, We will follow the Rosebud up.”

That evening the Mandans [Arikaras] danced with us, and they gave us some money. Then Custer said: “I think you are good Indians. I will have the cook prepare our dinner, and you can eat alongside of me. I will have a tent put up here and you can camp near me.”

Within two days we started on our journey. We got on our horses and started with Custer up the Little Rosebud. The whole command were with us. He asked us where we saw the last Sioux camp while we were scouting for Terry [Gibbon]. We told him we would not be near there until tomorrow. The next morning we were at the place where we saw the last camp of the Sioux. Then we followed the Sioux trail, and saw that it forked on the Little Rosebud River. Custer gave orders for Goes-Ahead to follow one trail, and for me to follow the other to see which was the largest camp.

We found that the trails came together after a while and that the Sioux were all in one camp. When we got to the camp, we saw that a battle had been fought, for we found the scalps and beards of white men. We went back that night and reported to Custer. It was pretty late, but Custer’s cook was up and had a light in his tent. Then Custer told the cook to give the boys their meal. After we got through our supper we went to his tent as Custer wanted to see us. We took with us some of the scalps and white men’s beards, and showed them to Custer.

Then Custer asked us if the camp separated or came together, and we told him it came together. Then Custer said: “This is the main point – these Sioux have been killing white people, and I have been sent here by the Great Father to conquer them and bring them back to their reservation. I am a great chief, but I do not know whether I will get through this summer alive or dead. There will be nothing more good for the Sioux – if they massacre me, they will still suffer, and if they do not kill me, they will still suffer for they have disobeyed orders. I do not know whether I will pass through this battle or not, but if I live, I will recommend you boys and you will be leaders of the Crows. Tomorrow I want five of my Crow boys to go on the trail.”

We started just before daybreak. When we started we saw some of the Mandans [Arikaras] running round on the top of the hill, and Goes-Ahead told me to go back and tell the command they must not have these Mandans [Arikaras]running round over the hills, but to keep them down in the valley, as we might be near the Sioux camp and would be discovered before we knew it. Then they ordered these Mandans [Arikaras] to come down from the hills and stay down.

When I started back I heard a howl like a coyote. White Swan, Hairy Moccasin, Goes-Ahead and White-Man-Runs-Him were coming in to report. The Sioux had broken camp the day before and had camped above where their old camp was on the Little Rosebud. Custer told us to go on ahead and see which way they went, and we came to where they had broken camp.

We followed the trail until we saw that they had camped on the Little Horn, and then we noticed that the Sioux had gone toward the Little Horn and we waited at the head of Tallec Creek for the command to come up. The command did not come up, for they had camped on the Little Rosebud; and we went back to the camp.

Then the scouts had an argument, and I went myself and asked Custer what we should do. Custer asked me what I came back for. I told him that the trail of the Sioux had gone to the west, toward the Little Horn, and that I had come back for further orders. Then Custer told me to get my supper, and take a lunch for the other scouts, and take with me two soldiers and go on and camp on the hill in sight of [where he could see] the enemy. I was lying down at daybreak, half asleep – the boys said they saw the camp where the Sioux were located. I got up and saw them through the smoke. The command came half-way toward us and then stopped and this officer [Varnum] who was with us wrote a message for General Custer, and sent a Mandan [Ree] scout back with it.

Custer did not wait, As soon as he got the message his men moved on rapidly toward the Custer Field. Then Custer said: “We will charge upon them now – that settles their journey.” Custer then gave the order to inspect their guns. Soon they started on down the ridge.

Custer told us to go on ahead. We followed the creek all the way down. There was half a battalion behind us. We found a tepee like the one in which we are now sitting, as we went along, and found two dead Sioux inside. Then the main command came up to us. We all stopped at the fork of the Little Reno [Ash] Creek. Custer split up his command at this point, and told Reno to follow the creek down, which is now called Reno Creek. Then we crossed over the ridge.

I came down with Custer as far as the creek; then he gave me a message to take to Reno. I did not know the import of the message. I brought the answer back from Reno to Custer. While I was delivering the last message, Reno was fighting his battle, but it was not very fierce, and when I got to Custer with the message he was fighting at the mouth of the creek [Medicine Tail]. Then Custer told me to go away and save my life.

I made a circle around, and I found that my ammunition was getting low. I found a dead Sioux. I took his ammunition and gun and horse, and got out. I stayed near where the dead Sioux was until the fight was pretty fierce. I went up on a high butte to the east of the battlefield where I could see the fight. When I got on the high hill I looked back, and saw that Custer was the last man to stand. After that I rushed over the hill and his in the brush.

The next morning about five or six o’clock I was at General Terry’s camp and reported. General Terry called his officers about him. I could not speak English and there were no interpreters there, so I took the grass and piled it all up in a heap, then I took my fingers and scattered it wide apart, and attempted in this way to show General Terry that the soldiers were all killed. Then General Terry gave me a dispatch. I was very tired and did not want to go, but I had to take this dispatch from General Terry, to Reno at the packtrain. Reno gave me a dispatch to take back to Terry, while they were burying the dead soldiers. Then another dispatch was given me to take back to the head command at the steamboat. I felt sorry and depressed that I should never again see Custer.

There are many more Curley stories: how he crawled for two or more miles wrapped in a Sioux blanket; how he hid himself in the disemboweled carcass of a horse; how he covered his pony’s nose with grass to keep him quiet while the two of them crouched out of sight in a gully surrounded by Sioux slaughtering Custer’s men; how he went to Custer near the end of the fight with an extra horse, and offered to lead Custer to safety. Well - you get the idea. There are just as many stories as you could dream up. And some people believe some of the wildest.

You might also get the idea that I personally do not believe that Curley was with Custer for even a moment beyond Weir point and you would be entirely correct. I think the reasons for doubting that he did go any farther are so obvious to anyone who has read the forgoing accounts that I need not detail them, nor defend my opinion. I do not see how any thinking person could lend any credence to any of Curley’s “variations on a theme” insofar as to what he, Boyer or Custer did or did not do once Custer had reached Medicine Tail Coulee. And yet, as I have mentioned, there are many persons who do believe one or the other of his stories - and some of these people are very serious and well-intentioned writers on the subject of the Little Horn.

Any objective analysis of Curley’s accounts must lead to the logical conclusion that Curley was either a poor liar or a very good storyteller. The inconsistencies reach into virtually every facet of his tales, going far beyond what weapon he possessed or the number of horses he had when he came to the steamer.

The only things known for sure about Curley is that he did, along with other scouts, accompany Custer’s column down the ridge above the Little Horn; that he left the Little Horn on the afternoon of 25 June; probably in the company of the Arikara scout, Black Fox; that he made his way to the steamboat, arriving there early in the afternoon of 27 June, more than likely by traveling from the Busby flat via Sarpy Creek or the Tullock. It’s not really important that it is established whether or not he went to the mouth of the Rosebud - he would have been silly to have done so - or what was his exact route to the boat. What is important is that it is clearly established that he did not go beyond Weir Point with Custer’s command and Curley’s own inconsistencies and the evidence of the other witnesses quoted above are conclusive on that point.

Without meaning to belabor the subject, one might ask why the other Crows denied knowing anything of Curley after some point on the ridge overlooking the Little Horn. Certainly they claimed nothing heroic for themselves, admitting that they cleared out as soon as the opportunity presented itself, in accordance with Boyer’s advice or instructions - the same as was proffered to Curley. So they were not accusing Curley of any special cowardice, merely stating that his claims to have gone on with Custer were false. Their versions of what Curley did are not inconsistent with the “testimony” of the Arikaras quoted above - obviously no Arikara could substantiate Curley’s various claims - which testimony overwhelmingly contradicts Curley’s stories.

Curley’s evidence of topographic specifics up to the time he left, somewhat short of Medicine Tail, are mostly believable, since they agree with the evidence of others, but he is again inconsistent when he discusses what Custer saw from where, or what Custer knew from what source - so we cannot count on him for anything except verification of routes and landmarks. Those are the only things I have utilized from his accounts and then only when confirmed by others.

Were Curley alive today, he might question why I did not credit his stories of Custer’s movements beyond Medicine Tail or of his own escape from the field - much as Theodore Goldin asked Colonel Graham why Graham had not included any mention, in his ‘Story of the Little Big Horn’, of Goldin’s having carried a message from Custer to Reno. Graham never replied to Goldin, but he headed the chapter devoted to Goldin in ‘The Custer Myth’“Mr. Goldin Discredited Himself.” I would answer Curley in exactly the same way: “You discredited yourself.”

[CN] 3.17
 [CT] PRIVATE EDWARD DAVERN OF F COMPANY, RENO’S ORDERLY: TESTIMONY AT THE RENO COURT OF INQUIRY, 1879

The Reno Court of Inquiry heard testimony from only three enlisted men of the 7th Cavalry. All had participated in the fights of 25 and 26 June 1876. The three were Trumpeter John Martin, whose testimony is given together with his other narratives in Appendices 3.19/20, Sergeant Ferdinand A. Culbertson, of A Company [Appendix 3.14], who was judged by some to be one of Reno’s best witnesses and Edward Davern, who as a private served as Reno’s orderly during the fights. He was a sergeant at the time of his testimony, which was given on 29 and 30 January and 1February 1879.

Davern’s testimony did not portray certain facets of Reno’s conduct in a very positive light and he contradicted several other military witnesses in his descriptions of some portions of the fight in the valley. Lyman Gilbert, Reno’s counsel, appealed to the bias and prejudice of the Court during his summation, when he asked the members to virtually ignore the evidence of anyone who was not a commissioned officer, except perhaps Sergeant Culbertson whose testimony was deemed favorable to Reno. “Let it once be understood that an orderly, a private soldier of limited intelligence, who follows at the heels of his commanding officer is evidence…and the character of an officer will then depend on the favor of the camp followers…” said Gilbert [see Appendix 5.15]. His outright appeal was apparently heeded by the three members of the Court, who by and large accepted Gilbert’s version of events and hence it became the “standard” story.

Davern’s testimony portrayed quite a different scenario however, and it is worthwhile and instructive to study it closely. For those reasons, I am reproducing his testimony here in its entirety, with both questions and responses given. The only editing I have done is to add obviously missing words and alter punctuation where I thought it helpful, but I have added comments wherever I deemed them necessary or illuminating. I have not however, attempted to compare Davern’s testimony with that of all of the other witnesses. That is something that the reader may do for himself.

THE TESTIMONY OF SERGEANT EDWARD DAVERN, GIVEN THE 29TH AND 30TH OF JANUARY, AND THE 1ST OF FEBRUARY 1879 AT THE RENO COURT OF INQUIRY AT CHICAGO

Sergeant Edward Davern, Company F, 7th Cavalry, a witness called by the Recorder, and first being duly sworn to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, testified as follows:

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) State your name, rank, company and regiment, and where serving.

A) Edward Davern, Company F, 7th Cavalry, serving at Fort Totten, Dakota Territory.

Q) What duty were you on the 25th and 26th of June 1876, and on what duty were you, and where, and with whom?

A) I was orderly for Major Reno, near the Little Big Horn River.

Q) What officer were you with when the command was moving down the bottom after crossing the river?

A) Lieutenant Hare.

Q) Were you with Major Reno when his column was with that of General Custer on that day?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) What was the condition of your horse on that morning?

A) He was in tolerably good condition.

Q) What was the condition of the other horses of the command, if you know?

A.) They were in tolerable good condition [Davern’s testimony on the condition of the horses was corroborated by most of the other witnesses who were asked this question].

Q) State whether you heard Adjutant Cooke give any orders to Major Reno when he was moving towards the Little Big Horn River.

A) I heard Lieutenant Cooke give him an order.

Q) Tell what that order was, and where you were when it was given.

A) The order was, “Girard comes back and reports the Indian village three miles ahead and moving. The General directs you to take your three companies and drive everything before you.” Those, I believe, were the exact words.

Q) Was anything else said?

A) Yes, sir; “Colonel Benteen will be on your left, and will have the same instructions.”

Q) Are you sure those were the orders?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Do you remember passing a tepee when with Major Reno’s column, before crossing the river?

A) Yes, sir. We halted a short distance from that tepee.

Q) How far was that from where the command crossed the river?

A) A mile and a half or two miles.

Q) Was that the place where the orders were given that you heard?

A) Yes, sir [the general run of the testimony is that the orders were given either at the Lone Tipi or at a flat about a mile and a half from the river. In the standard versions, the order given to Reno near the Lone Tipi was simply to take the lead. The “advance and charge” order was indeed given to Reno at the flat. Davern is the only witness to mention the “Benteen…will have the same instructions” wording. It is possible that something like this was said, although there is no proof of it. Custer certainly expected Benteen to come along shortly and may have planned to put him in support of Reno. The fact is that there is no absolute agreement as to what was said or who said it. The Recorder, Jesse Lee, may have hit the nail on the head when he suggested in his summation that perhaps both Custer and Cooke spoke to Reno. Also it is possible that these two reported conversations took place at the tepee and at the flat. That scenario would encompass all of the evidence].

Q) Did you go with the command to the crossing and cross with it?

A) Yes, sir. I stopped a short distance before I got to the river to fix my curb strap as my horse was becoming unmanageable.

Q) What were the Indians doing after you crossed the river and the command was moving down the bottom?

A) I first saw a few Indians away down the bottom. They appeared to be riding around in circles.

Q) About how many do you think you saw there at that time?

A) I can not say; there may have been 20 or 30 or 40.

Q) Where were you when you saw those few Indians?

A) I saw those before I got to the ford.

Q) How far from the ford were you when you saw them?

A) But a short distance.

Q) After you crossed the river, tell what was done with the command going down the bottom, and what you saw in regard to Indians going down there.

A) I am not sure whether the whole command was deployed in skirmish line or not. There was a mounted skirmish line thrown out.

Q) Where was that?

A) Across the river.

Q) Was that the whole command, or just some of the men?

A) I don’t know whether the whole command or not. It was by order of Major Reno.

Q) Did you form in line of battle?

A) Yes, sir in skirmish line.

Q) What were you doing at the time?

A) I got permission from Major Reno to go with Lieutenant Hare, and went in advance of the line, about 200 yards.

Q) What did you do?

A) I moved on down the bottom about 200 yards ahead of the skirmish line to get a shot at some Indians about 200 yards to our left.

Q) Was that near where the line halted?

A) It was where the line was advancing.

Q) Was it down near the timber where the fight was made?

A) No. That was a good way out on the left of the line, [this reference is to where Davern was] across the bottom. I don’t know whether the right of the line rested on the timber or not.

Q) You saw Indians 2 or 300 yards to the left of the line?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Were those the nearest Indians you saw?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Were they firing at you?

A) No, sir.

Q) Were the Indians firing at anybody about that time?

A) I heard no bullets at that time [one of the remarkable things about the fights in the bottom and on the hilltop is the range at which the Indians were fought. The bulk of the testimony is to the effect that the Indians were only at close range after the retreat began; that when Reno halted his advance, the Indians were beyond 200 yards range and had yet to do any shooting or to oppose the advance in any way. Unless one is a serious student of these events, it is likely that he would believe that the fighting was at close range, as that is how one generally believes Indians to have fought. It did not happen at all like that].

Q) Where did the command halt - how far from the crossing?

A) I don’t know how much [distance] the skirmish line went over. It went at a gallop part of the way.

Q) Where did it halt?

A) It halted in the bottom near a point of timber to the right.

Q) Where was the right of the line? Near the timber?

A) I don’t know whether the right rested on the timber or not. It was near the timber.

Q) When the line halted there, what were the Indians doing? And where were you?

A) When the line halted, I came back [to the line from his position in front and to the left].

Q) What were the Indians doing?

A) Still circling around, and getting thicker in front.

Q) Were any of them moving to the left?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) How many?

A) I could not say. They were moving to the left all the time.

Q) In squads or together?

A) Mostly singly.

Q) Where did you go, and with whom, and what did you do after the line halted?

A) After the line halted I came back, and saw Major Reno near the woods. The left of the line had swung around to the woods.

Q) What was Major Reno doing when you reached him?

A) He was on the skirmish line, firing at the Indians with a carbine.

Q) How far were the Indians away then?

A) 7 or 800 yards [see previous comment regarding the distances at which the firing took place].

Q) About how many Indians were there?

A) I don’t know. There was a regular cloud of dust.

Q) Were the Indians firing much?

A) No, sir. Our own line was firing very fast.

Q) What did you do at that place?

A) I did not stop there long. I went into an open glade in the woods with Lieutenant Hare, and saw some Indian tepees.

Q) What did you do with your horse?

A) I tied him with G Company. The line was dismounted when I got back.

Q) Why did you tie him with G Company?

A) I knew some of the men of that company that were holding horses. I was the orderly for Major Reno and was supposed to be holding his horse.

Q) You went with Lieutenant Hare?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Where were those horses put?

A) In the timber.

Q) You say you saw some tepees there. How far were they from the glade in there?

A) I think, to the best of my recollection, 1000 yards to the nearest tepee. I could just see the tops of them.

Q) Could you see many, or a few?

A) I saw a good many.

Q) Were they scattering, or thick?

A) Scattering.

Q) About haw many did you see?

A) 8 or 10.

Q) Who was with you when you were on the line at the edge of the timber?

A) A man named Clear, orderly for Lieutenant Hare, a man of G Company [Elihu Clear was from K Company, so that Davern is speaking of two men being with him].

Q) Were there any citizens there?

A) I don’t recollect seeing any there.

Q) Did you say anything to anybody in there about the Indians whipping the command, and, if so, what did you say, and to whom?

A) I heard the fire pretty heavy on the skirmish line, and I made the remark to Lieutenant Hare, “Can’t be possible that the Indians are driving us.”

Q) Did you see Major Reno about that time?

A) I did. He came out on the line about that time.

Q) What was he doing at that time?

A) He was firing at the Indians.

Q) Do you know who gave the order for G Company horses to go into the timber?

A) Major Reno.

Q) How was the order given?

A) He told them to take their horses under cover from the fire of the Indians.

Q) How was it under cover from the fire of the Indians?

A) The timber protected them, and there was a rise in the bank there.

Q) Did you go down or up to get the horses?

A) Down. The slope was not very steep right at that point.

Q) State if you saw the skirmish line on the plain break up, and, if so, describe how it was done.

A) I don’t remember seeing the skirmish line on the plain break up.

Q) Where did you see it?

A) In the woods.

Q) Where was it in the woods? Along the edge of the timber, or upon the plain?

A) The men were mixed up and huddled together.

Q) State whether the command left the timber, and state how it left; if you knew it was going to leave; and how you knew it was going to leave.

A) The only way in which I knew it was going was seeing G Company men run for their horses. Then I went to look for my own horse. That was the only way I had of knowing.

Q) Was anybody holding their horses?

A) Number fours were holding the horses.

Q) How did they go?

A) They ran through the brush.

Q) What happened then?

A) The bullets came along pretty thick, and but very few of G Company got out mounted.

Q) Where was the balance of the command?

A) I did not see it.

Q) Tell what you saw and what you did there.

A) I looked around till I found my horse, and when I found him there was another horse tied to the cheek-piece of his bridle [this was commonly done to allow more men on the firing line, fewer horse holders being required]. I led them both out, and met a sergeant of G Company, and gave him the G Company horse. When I got there [outside the timber], I saw the command running as fast as they could.

Q) Were they going at a trot, a gallop, or a run?

A) At a run.

Q) State whether the men in the timber had time to get to their horses and get out, all of them.

A) I believe they had time to get to their horses.

Q) Then why did they not get them?

A) I don’t know.

Q) Were they mixed up?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Was there anybody there directing them what to do?

A) I believe they were so demoralized was the reason they did not get the horses. All that did get the horses got out.

Lieutenant DeRudio was recalled as a witness the next day, causing an interruption in the questioning of Sergeant Davern, which was continued later that day, by the Recorder, as follows:

Q) Tell how you got your horse, and why it was you left the timber.

A) Because the balance of the command had left the timber.

Q) Had you heard any notice or order given about leaving the timber?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did you hear any calls in there?

A) No, sir.

Q) Would you have heard any of the calls, had they been sounded in the usual way?

A) I think I would.

Q) Tell about your going to the edge of the bank to join the command, and what occurred there. Did you have any difficulty in getting up the edge of the bank?

A) There was a horse tied to mine. I had no other difficulty.

Q) Where were the troops when you got out?

A) Running towards the river.

Q) Was there anybody with you then, and, if so, how many?

A) There was no person with me.

Q) Who was near you?

A) I met a sergeant of G Company when I got out of the woods and gave him the led horse I had.

Q) How far was the command away from you at that time, or could you see?

A) I saw part of the command running towards the river.

Q) About how far were they away when you got to the edge of the bank?

A) Some were about 10 yards away, and some were down a good ways.

Q) Where did most of the command seem to be?

A) At the river, crossing it.

Q) And men were still coming out of the woods?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did you see any Indians between you and the command near there?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) About how many?

A) I could not say. They kept going on the flanks at the head of the column.

Q) Tell what happened to you in going out from there.

A) Between there and the river my horse fell, as I was passing two G Company men who were dismounted. There were Indians on the left, and they made a rush for the G Company men, I thought. About that time, my horse fell, and I went over his head. I looked around, and saw that my horse was getting up, and I saw the G Company men were mixed up with the Indians. The Indians had run their ponies together and were dismounted. I rushed back and got on my horse and got away.

Q) Were the two men from G Company dismounted?

A) Yes, sir going on foot, running.

Q) Did you ever see those men after that?

A) I saw the bodies of two men down at that place afterwards.

Q) Tell what you did then.

A) I got on my horse, and got down to the river, and crossed it near Lieutenant Wallace. There were Indians on the right of the command firing at Lieutenant Wallace.

Q) When you got to the river, what were the men doing there?

A) Nothing, only trying to get out of the river. The opposite bank appeared to be closed up with men and horses.

Q) How did they appear to be?

A) Trying to get out.

Q) Did they appear to be demoralized, or a command retreating in good order?

A) They seemed to be retreating in as good order as could be expected. About that time, Lieutenant Hodgson jumped his horse into the river, or his horse fell in, and his horse got away from him. A trumpeter of M Company [it is commonly believed that this was Charles Fisher, although there has been some dispute over the years, with others claiming to have aided Hodgson] crossed the river at the same time, and he [Hodgson] caught hold of his stirrups to help him out. I heard Lieutenant Hodgson speak to the trumpeter, but I could not hear what he said. Lieutenant Hodgson got out, and that was the last I saw of him [Hodgson who had been wounded prior to this incident, was killed on the flat, near the river bank, very shortly afterward].

Q) Were the Indians firing into the command? If so, where were the Indians?

A) They were not.

Q) Did you see any Indians close to the river?

A) Not after I got into the river.

Q) Did you see Indians firing into the men who were crossing?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) How many Indians did you see near there?

A) I could not say.

Q) Was anybody on that bank, or on the other bank, returning the fire of the Indians?

A) I did not notice any.

Q) If there had been any body of troops trying to drive the Indians away, would you have seen them?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Where did you cross the river, at the head or rear of the column?

A) In the rear of the column.

Q) Did you cross where the other men did?

A) No, sir. I crossed a little below; it was a narrow passage up to the opposite bluff.

Q) Why did you go below to cross?

A) The upper place was too crowded.

Q) As fast as the men got to the other side, what did they do?

A) They ran on up the hill.

Q) Did you see Major Reno at that crossing?

A) I did not see him there.

Q) Where did you go after crossing?

A) I went part of the way up the hill, and stopped there.

Q) Did the Indians follow the troops up the hill after they crossed over?

A) I saw two Indians over to the left and farther up the hill than I was.

Q) Did any of the Indians you saw in the bottom follow Major Reno’s column across the river?

A) No, sir.

Q) What officer did you see as you were going up the time you stopped?

A) I saw Lieutenant Wallace shoot across at some Indians who were killing a man three or four ridges from there. That hill was divided into ridges, or water cuts.

Q) On which bank of the river was that?

A) On the right bank that I saw Lieutenant Wallace, and the Indians, both.

Q) The Indians were killing a man?

A) Yes, sir. I found out afterwards it was Dr. DeWolf [DeWolf had also crossed lower down, or at least had not followed the rest of the command up the hill, taking a route to the left - “three or four ridges from there,” as Davern states].

Q) When you got to the top of the hill, did you meet any officer?

A) Yes, sir. I saw Major Reno.

Q) What did he say to you, if anything?

A) I don’t recollect exactly. I think he asked me if I had any water. I said I had not, and he gave me some.

Q) Did you hear any firing after you got on the hill?

A) The firing had ceased, only there were some scattering shots by the Indians on the left.

Q) Did you hear any firing from any other direction? From downstream? Anywhere?

A) Shortly after I got on the hill I did.

Q) Describe that firing.

A) It was in volleys.

Q) Where did it seem to come from?

A) From downstream.

Q) How did you happen to hear it? Did you go out to any point, or were you there with the others?

A) On the hill, where the others were.

Q) Was the balance of the command there?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Was the firing plain, or faint?

A) It was not very distinct, but a person could distinguish it was firing.

Q) You could tell it was volleys?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did you hear any firing between the volleys?

A) No, sir.

Q) What did you see in the direction from which the fire was coming at the time?

A) I saw what I supposed to be Indians, circling around in the bottom on the opposite side of the creek from where we had our fight, away down in the bottom.

Q) Could you tell, from where you were, on which side of the creek they were?

A) I might be deceived, because there were so many bends in the creek.

Q) About how many Indians did you see? 
A) There were a good many there.

Q) Were they raising much dust?

A) Yes, sir. I called the attention of Captain Weir to it at the time [this may have been one of the reasons why Weir sallied out downstream].

Q) What did you say to him, and what did he say to you?

A) I said to Captain Weir, “That must be General Custer fighting down in the bottom.” He asked me where, and I showed him. He said, “Yes, I believe it is.”

Q) What did he do then? 
A) Not anything.

Q) Where was Major Reno at that time? 
A) I don’t know. He was somewhere on the hill.

Q) About how long was that after you got on the hill? 
A) Maybe half an hour after.

Q) Refresh your memory about what was done by any part of the command right away after that firing was heard.

A) Nothing was done.

Q) Had Captain Benteen got up with his column, at the time you heard this firing and spoke to Captain Weir about it?

A) I think he must have been there [he was].

Q) Did you see his column come up?

A) No, I did not. But I saw the pack train come up soon after I got on the hill.

Q) Do you know whether Captain Weir was in the bottom with you? 
A) He was not.

Q) Whose command was he with? 
A) Captain Benteen’s.

Q) Then, he being there, you supposed Captain Benteen’s command was there? 
A) Yes, sir.

Q) Where was it you first saw Major Reno after crossing the stream on the retreat?

A) On the hill.

Q) Were there men coming up from the river at the time you came up?

A) There might be a few straggling up. Some dismounted men came up after.

Q) Did you hear Major Reno give any orders to anyone on the hill?

A) Not that I recollect.

Q) Do you recollect his giving an order to Lieutenant Hare or any other officer there?

A) I think he said something about going to look for Lieutenant Hodgson to some officer. I don’t know who it was.

Q) Where did Captain Weir go, about the time you spoke to him as you stated? 
A) Nowhere.

Q) Where did the company go? 
A) Nowhere.

Q) Do you remember whether Captain Weir moved his command down the stream?

A) Not at that time. He did later in the evening.

Q) How long after you spoke to him about the firing? 
A) Over an hour.

Q) How long was that after the pack train came up?

A) Between one and two hours [Davern is at odds with everyone else’s timings for many of these events].

Q) Where did it go?

A) What I heard was to open communication with General Custer.

Q) Do you mean two hours after you crossed the stream, or two hours after you got on the hill?

A) Two hours after I got on the hill.

Q) Did the whole command go down? 
A) Yes, sir.

Q) At the same time? 
A) Shortly after Captain Weir moved out.

Q) How soon after the pack train came up did the whole command move down?

A) About two hours after the advance of the pack train came up.

Q) Were you sent to Captain Weir with any word? 
A) No, sir.

Q) Did you go to him that afternoon? 
A) Yes, sir.

Q) Who sent you?

A) He called me himself, and asked me to tell him the details of the fight in the bottom.

Q) Who did you report to after that? 
A) Major Reno.

Q) What duty were you doing for him that afternoon? 
A) I was his orderly, holding his horse.

Q) How long was it after Major Reno’s command halted and deployed before it left the timber?

A) A half or three-quarters of an hour.

Q) You say something about the advance of the pack train. What did it have?

A) Ammunition.

Q) How much ammunition did you fire while you were in the bottom?

A) About twenty rounds.

Q) Were you firing most of the time when you got a good chance? 
A) Yes, sir.

Q) How long did the firing last that you heard down the stream?

A) I heard it occasionally for about an hour and a half.

Q) Do you know what became of all those Indians after Major Reno started back on the hill?

A) I do not.

Q) Do you know in what direction they went?

A) I do not. I saw they had all left, when we got on the hill.

Q) While you heard firing in the bottom, which you say lasted about an hour and a half, state if you saw any Indians watching Major Reno’s command on the hill [the description of the firing as being heard “in the bottom” is not out of line with the topography of the area and the distances involved. Firing from the Custer battlefield would naturally be heard as coming from down in the bottom, as the intervening ridges would deflect the sound waves spreading over the hills toward the Reno position, but would not so seriously affect the waves coming up the valley].

A) I don’t recollect that I did.

Q) The command moved down a little ways with Captain Weir? 
A) Yes, sir.

Q) Tell what you know about the command going down there. What it did and how long before it came back.

A) It did not go forward very far, and it was probably fifteen minutes before it came back.

Q) Were you with Major Reno as that time as his orderly? 
A) Yes, sir.

Q) Where did he go? 
A) At the head of the command.

Q) Where was Captain Weir? 
A) He was ahead.

Q) What did you do after you went down?

A) The column halted, and Major Reno sent for Captain Weir.

Q) Then what was done?

A) We went back a short distance, threw put a skirmish line. The Indians were returning from the other side of Captain Weir, and his company had just time to form when they got back.

Q) Did they go back to near the place where Major Reno went when he first went on the hill?

A) A little to the left of that. I believe some of the companies occupied a position farther upstream.

Q) How near is your position, as orderly, to the commanding officer?

A) Within calling distance.

Q) Do you usually hear what the orders are? 
A) Sometimes I hear.

Q) State, if you know, what orders were given by Major Reno at the time you started back to take position.

A) I don’t know of any orders. I saw Major Reno and Captain Benteen talking together; but I don’t know what they said.

Q) How long have you been in the service? 
A) Sixteen years.

Q) Tell what preparations were made there that you saw.

A) The companies were deploying in skirmish line, the pack animals removed into a depression in the hill. Those were all the preparations that I saw.

Q) What were the Indians doing? 
A) Closing up - advancing on the command.

Q) Did the fight begin about that time? 
A) Yes, sir.

Q) How long did it last that day? 
A) Until dark.

Q) How long before dark did it commence?

A) A little before sundown. I don’t think it was an hour high [I should distinguish here between “sundown” and “dark.” These are not necessarily the same thing, since there is enough light to see to shoot at a general, massive, target at long ranges, for some time after sundown. The vast majority of the fight on the hilltop consisted of the Indians firing at long range into the corralled troops].

Q) Do you know what time the sun sets in that latitude at that time of year?

A) No, sir.

Q) About how many hours did the fight last there at that place that afternoon?

A) About 2 hours [this elapsed time is very nearly correct. It is always safer to deal with elapsed times, since the specified clock times vary from person to person, some of whom relied strictly on the sun].

Q) Were you with Major Reno during that fight there?

A) No, sir.

Q) Where were you?

A) He sent me to the depression on the hill with his horse, and told me to remain there so that he would know where I was if he wanted his horse.

Q) Could you see him at all during that fight?

A) I could see him occasionally.

Q) Where did you see him?

A) At different places. The troops were formed in a kind of circle, and I saw him going to different parts of the line.

Q) How far was he away from that depression?

A) One part of the line was close to it, and I saw him there one time.

Q) How close was the line to that depression?

A) Within about 50 yards at one place.

Q) When did you report to Major Reno next?

A) At dark, or shortly after.

Q) How long did you continue with him from that time on? What was he doing, and what did you do?

A) He told me to go to his pack mule, and get his bedding and fix it for him, and I did so.

Q) What did you do then?

A) I stopped there, within 2 or 3 yards of him.

Q) Was that right after dark?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Where was that place?

A) It was close to the line.

Q) Was it in the depression or out of it?

A) It was in the depression.

Q) Did you make your bed there?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State what order Major Reno gave you.

A) He told me to wait up till 12 o’clock, and wake him, and then I could go to sleep.

Q) When did he tell you that?

A) When he laid down.

Q) When did he lay down?

A) I don’t know. It was a while after dark.

Q) What time was it?

A) I don’t know.

Q) How long was it after darkness, or after firing ceased?

A) It was quite a while. I can’t say how long. It must have been 2 hours.

Q) Do you think it was two hours after dark when Major Reno laid down?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Were you with Major Reno from dark till the firing ceased all the time?

A) Not all the time. He would go away and come back occasionally, before he laid down.

Q) Did you see him most of the time?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) How long was he away from you at any one time, between the times you speak of?

A) I could not say. He was not away any great length of time.

Q) As much as half an hour at any one time?

A) He might have been; but not any more, I think.

Q) After getting your blankets, what did you do?

A) I went to sleep.

Q) When did you next see Major Reno?

A) Not till he had the trumpet sounded in the morning. I did not wake him up - I did not wake up myself.

Q) Were you with Major Reno the next day? If so, what occurred? State all the orders you heard him give, and all you saw him do that day, during the fight with the Indians.

A) I was not with him that day. I got permission that morning to go on the skirmish line. I saw him several times during the day, as he was walking about the line, going from one part of the line to another.

Q) Was that while the firing was going on?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Was there anything else you saw him doing that day?

A) No, sir.

Q) You were on the line the entire day, till the fight was over?

A) Yes, sir - except the times I went for water [Davern was not among the Medal of Honor winners].

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) What was your rank in the Army on the 25th of June 1876?

A) I was a private.

Q) You have been connected with the service about 16 years?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) You are an old soldier?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Do you remember a man named Mcllhargey?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did you see him at or about the ford “A” as Major Reno was crossing to the timber?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Where did you see him?

A) I saw him recross the river, coming back from Major Reno’s command.

Q) Do you know where he was going?

A) I spoke to him as he was going across the river, and he said he was going to see General Custer.

Q) Did he say what for?

A) I asked no further questions.

Q) Did he say who sent him?

A) No, sir. I supposed Major Reno sent him.

Q) Do you know what position he occupied towards Major Reno? Was he his striker?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) By that, you mean his body servant?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) At what point did you see him?

A) Just crossing the ford, on his way back.

Q) Did he afterwards join Major Reno?

A) No, sir. I never saw him afterwards.

Q) With regard to firing in the timber, are you skilled with the carbine? Are you considered a good shot?

A) A tolerably good shot.

Q) Did you not fire more slowly than the other men?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) You fired 20 rounds?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did you not fire considerably slower then many of the men?

A) I believe I did.

Q) What was your duty on the 25th and 26th of June, as orderly?

A) An orderly’s duties are to take orders from the commanding officer to different company officers, and to carry messages from him to other officers.

Q) With regard to taking Reno’s horse in the timber, what did he say to you about that?

A) He said nothing to me about his horse.

Q) Was it not your duty to take his horse into the timber?

A) Yes, sir; but the horse was led in by some person already.

Q) Was it not your duty as orderly to look after his horse?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) When Major Reno left the timber, he was mounted, was he not?

A) I suppose he was. I did not see him when he left.

Q) If you had been with his horse, you would have known when he left the timber?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) It was your duty as orderly to be with his horse?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Had he not a right to expect you to be with his horse in the timber that day?

A) Not at that time. I believe I went and reported to him at the timber that is, I spoke to him.

Q) What did you do?

A) I went on the skirmish line myself.

Q) Did you have his permission?

A) No, sir. I did not ask his permission at that time.

Q) You went there without his permission?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) If you had been with his horse, you would have known when he left the timber?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) That was where you ought to have been according to your duty?

A) I don’t know. At that time, I was not there when he dismounted [this entire line of questioning, which could have been limited to one well-chosen query, was simply to establish that it was Davern’s own fault that he didn’t know when Reno left the timber because he wasn’t with Reno’s horse].

Q) Where was Captain Benteen’s column at that time?

A) On the left bank of that little tributary of the Little Big Horn.

Q) How close to Major Reno?

A) I don’t know. I did not see him.

Q) Did you look for him?

A) I don’t know that I did.

Q) Had Captain Benteen parted from Major Reno or the main column before that order was given by Adjutant Cooke?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) You think that Adjutant Cooke came to Major Reno and gave the order?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Repeat in what way the order was given.

A) “Girard comes and reports the Indian village three miles ahead and moving. The General directs you to take your three companies and drive everything before you. Colonel Benteen will be on your left and will have the same instructions.”

Q) How long before that had Captain Benteen left the column?

A) I don’t remember when the division was made into columns, whether it was shortly after we moved out of camp, or not.

Q) Captain Benteen’s column was not in sight was it, at that time?

A) I don’t know. I did not see him.

Q) Are you sure Captain Benteen was in sight, or out of sight?

A) From what I have learned since, I believe he was out of sight.

Q) Did you know at that time?

A) No, sir.

Q) After Adjutant Cooke gave that order to Major Reno, where did he go?

A) I don’t know where he went immediately after. A short time after, as the command started out, I saw him and Captain Keogh, both, with Major Reno.

Q) Did you see any person go in the direction of Captain Benteen’s column with any order?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did Adjutant Cooke go in that direction?

A) I don’t know. He would not have had time to go and reach that column and then join Major Reno as soon as he did.

Q) Then at the time that order was brought to Major Reno, that Captain Benteen would be ordered to do the same as Major Reno was, Captain Benteen was out of sight at least you did not see him?

A) I did not see him.

I am going to pause at this point to underline the significance of Davern’s testimony as to the wording of the order, an importance which was not lost on Mr. Gilbert. If the portion of the order relating to Benteen had in fact been given, it signified that Custer had more of a plan than anyone wanted to afterward admit, that Reno knew who was going to be giving him support and that Reno knew where that support was going to come from. It would also mean that Benteen had deliberately lied about his own orders.

As to Benteen’s orders, it has already seen that he deliberately and consistently misrepresented them and his movement to the left. It is, of course, possible that Custer had already given Benteen his orders in respect of supporting Reno’s movement, but it is more likely that Custer expected Benteen to be coming up momentarily, under the terms of his original instructions and was planning on putting him in support of Reno in the valley, while he himself took his five companies where he did take them.

There is nothing in the overall sense of the situation, as Custer could have viewed it, to negate the foregoing possibility, but there was substantial evidence given that the wording of the order was not that testified to by Davern. Once again comes the possibility that Reno was given two orders - one by Custer (as testified to by several persons) and one by Cooke (as testified to by several other persons), and it is quite possible that these two orders differed slightly, but significantly, in their wording. Nothing however, is proved or provable, except by inference. I now return to the interrogation of Sergeant Davern.

Q) Where was that order given?

A) A short way from that Indian tepee.

Q) Above it, or below it?

A) Above it.

Q) Before you reached the tepee?

A) Shortly before. It could not have been more than 200 yards from the Indian tepee, if it was that much. [Davern’s location for the order being given is also at odds with the majority of the testimony, which indicates that it was given at the flat near the North Forks of Ash Creek- see maps. The distance he quotes as being mentioned in the order is however, consistent with this location. It is also consistent with another order being given near the tipi, since the distance mentioned in that order was two miles or two and a half miles, which agrees with the map distances. This is another indication that two orders were issued].

Q) Was the command moving?

A) General Custer’s and Major Reno’s columns were halted [an indication that Davern is talking about the lone tipi area].

Q) Were they on the same side of the creek?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) On which side?

A) The right bank.

Q) How long before that had Major Reno crossed to the right bank?

A) A short time before that.

Q) Who was with Major Reno at the time this order was given?

A) I can’t remember who was there. I think Lieutenant Wallace was. I don’t know whether Lieutenant Hare was or not. I think he was. Lieutenant Hodgson was there.

Q) How close were they to Major Reno when Adjutant Cooke came up with that order?

A) I don’t know.

Q) In what tone of voice was the order given?

A) In a clear distinct tone of voice.

Q) How far was Adjutant Cooke from Major Reno when the order was given?

A) As close as his horse would allow him to get to him.

Q) And spoke in a loud tone of voice?

A) So that all around there would hear him.

Q) How close were you to Major Reno?

A) Right close.

Q) What were you doing?

A) Sitting on my horse.

Q) Were you closer to Major Reno than Lieutenant Wallace was?

A) I don’t know whether I was or not.

Q) Were not Lieutenants Wallace, Hodgson and Hare there, near enough to hear the order?

A) They might have been.

Q) Were they not as well placed to hear the order as you were?

A) They might have been.

Q) You saw no effort to carry the order to Captain Benteen?

A) No, sir.

Q) Where do you fix the spot on the map where the Indians were circling around, if you can fix it at all?

A) Somewhat further up than where the skirmish line is, and on the left bank, in the valley.

Q) I speak of the time when you spoke to Captain Weir about seeing Indians in motion. Where were they when you saw them?

A) I can’t point it out on the map.

Q) Was it far from the place where Major Reno had his skirmish line in the timber?

A) It seemed to be about on a line with that skirmish line.

Q) In which direction?

A) On the right, in the direction of the skirmish line.

Q) Was it far from that line or not?

A) It would not be very far. I don’t know how much ground the timber covered from the hill. It was not a great distance.

Q) Was it half a mile?

A) I think about a mile.

Q) The place you saw the Indians circling around was about a half a mile from the skirmish line?

A) About that from where it was on the left.

Q) How far did Captain Weir go down with his men?

A) To the first rise, out to the right.

Q) Did you ever go out as far as Captain Weir went?

A) No, I went with Major Reno’s column.

Q) How far did that column go in the direction of Captain Weir?

A) I could not say.

Q) Was it a mile or two?

A) I don’t think it went a mile.

Q) What time do you think Major Reno’s column reached the top of the hill, from the bottom?

A) I think it was between two and three o’clock.

Q) Do you think it was before or after 3?

A) I think it was before.

Q) And remained there how long, do you think?

A) They remained there about two hours.

Q) That would bring it to about 5 o’clock?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) How long were they going to meet Captain Weir’s company and returning?

A) I could not say.

Q) Was it an hour, do you think?

A) It might have been an hour.

Q) Is an hour a fair estimate?

A) I don’t know.

Q) Was it much more than an hour?

A) I can’t state the time.

Q) What time do you suppose Major Reno’s command crossed the river to go to the timber?

A) About 1 o’clock, maybe after 1 [Davern is incorrect as to his clock times, but is reasonably accurate as to his intervals. He did not have a watch].

Q) You think they got back [after they came back from where Captain Weir was to where the stand was made] about an hour before sundown?

A) Yes, sir [here Davern is in error].

Q) When Major Reno laid down had the firing ceased?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Were the men all in proper position to resist an attack?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) All the military arrangements were completed, were they?

A) I suppose they were.

Q) Were the other officers and the men laying down?

A) I don’t know. I went to sleep as soon as I laid down.

Q) Were not the men all in proper shape for resisting an attack?

A) I believe they were [Gilbert uses the tactic of repeating questions in slightly different form when the answer is known to be favorable to Reno – a favorite tactic used throughout his questioning of witnesses].

Q) Do you pretend to know all the orders Major Reno gave?

A) No, sir. I did not say I did.

Q) He could, for all you know, have given other orders and you not heard them?

A) Yes, sir. I was not with him all the time that day.

Q) When he sent his horse to the depression, it was for shelter, was it?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) He did not go with the horse?

A) No, sir.

Q) He was about the line, as far as you saw?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) The next day, as far as you saw, he was about the line?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Could you see the pack train when you came on the hill?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) How far off was it?

A) 50 or 100 yards. I went to speak to a sergeant of my company in charge of a part of the pack train.

Q) How long after Major Reno reached the hill did you reach there?

A) I don’t know.

Q) Did you see Lieutenant Hare sent to the pack train to hurry it up?

A) No, sir.

Q) Do you know that he went in that direction?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did you see him coming back from that direction?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did you say the pack train reached there 15 minutes after Major Reno reached there?

A) No, sir.

Q) How much longer were you in getting to the top of the hill than Major Reno?

A) I don’t know. I was delayed on the side of the hill catching an Indian pony.

Q) How long were you engaged in that?

A) Maybe I was 20 minutes.

Q) How long were you coming from the timber to the river?

A) I came as fast as my horse would bring me.

Q) Was it half an hour or twenty minutes?

A) I don’t know.

Q) Was Captain Benteen there when you came up?

A) Captain Weir was there. I don’t recollect Captain Benteen.

Q) The pack train was how far away?

A) The advance was on the hill when I got there.

Q) From the timber to the river, how long did it take you, 5 or 10 minutes?

A) It was more than that. My horse fell with me there.

Q) Was it 15 minutes?

A) I don’t know how long it was.

Q) Can you be accurate in the time you were getting to the top of the hill, and reaching the pack train?

A) I don’t pretend to be accurate.

Q) Did Major Reno send to Captain Weir to come to him?

A) Not that I know of.

Q) Did you not say that the column halted, and Major Reno sent for Captain Weir?

A) I don’t think I did.

Q) If you said so, was it a fact?

A) I am not aware that I said so [actually Davern did say so, in response to a question from the Recorder].

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) When you were going down the bottom, did you not say you had permission from Major Reno to go with Lieutenant Hare?

A) Yes, sir. I had permission at the time. He said I could go with that officer.

Q) When you went on the skirmish line, did you go with Lieutenant Hare?

A) He was the officer I went with.

Q) Did you consider you were disobeying orders then, in going from the timber to the line?

A) No, sir. I thought I was doing my duty as a soldier.

Q) Who was holding Major Reno’s horse when you came back?

A) I don’t know. I did not see his horse at all.

Q) You have repeated the order given by Adjutant Cooke to Major Reno. Would you be likely to know, being Major Reno’s orderly, whether General Custer sent any word to Captain Benteen, or not?

A) Certainly not.

Q) You say when you went on the hill, you were talking to Captain Weir about the firing. Was it a fact that you had a conversation with Captain Weir?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Describe that dust and about how many Indians you saw fighting General Custer.

A) I remarked to Captain Weir that General Custer must be fighting the Indians they were circling around in the bottom. He said, “Why do you think so?” I said, “I hear the firing and see the dust, and see the Indians have all left us.”

Q) You say that might be half a mile from the skirmish line. Might it not be more?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) You did not mean you were sure it was not over half a mile?

A) I don’t mean that.

Q) When you got from the timber to the ford, there were a good many men there?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) You went from the timber across there as fast as you could?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) How long did you stop when your horse fell?

A) No longer than to recover myself - probably a couple of minutes, no longer.

Q) Then how fast did you go?

A) As fast as my horse could run.

Q) Where did you overtake the command?

A) At the river.

Q) Did you stop, or cross over?

A) I crossed over right away.

Q) Why did you stop on the hill?

A) To catch an Indian pony.

Q) How long did it take you to catch him?

A) Not long. Then I stopped with Lieutenant Wallace to fire at some Indians that were killing Dr. DeWolf.

Q) How many shots did you fire?

A) 3 or 4.

Q) How long did it take you to fire those shots and catch the pony?

A) Ten or fifteen minutes.

Q) Are you sure it was not over 20 minutes?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Then what did you do?

A) Went to the top of the hill.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel Lyman Gilbert:

Q) Did you see any evidence of cowardice at any time on the part of Major Reno?

A) No, sir.

Davern was recalled by the Recorder on 1 February 1879 in order to give testimony on Major Reno’s firearms and loss thereof.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) State, if you know, what arms Major Reno had that morning, or the night before the fight.

A) He generally carried a carbine and a pistol.

Q) Did he have a carbine and a pistol the night before, and did you have charge of them for him?

A) I did not have charge of them. I generally handed them to him in the morning before he mounted.

Q) On the morning of the 25th, when he got ready to start, do you remember handing them to him?

A) I always handed him his carbine after he mounted.

Q) Who had charge of his pistol before he mounted?

A) I think he kept his pistol that night himself.

Q) Did you see him with a carbine and pistol on the morning of the 25th?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) After you got on the hill, did you see Major Reno with his carbine and pistol?

A) No, sir.

Q) What did he say about them?

A) I told him that I had lost my carbine when my horse fell, and he said he had lost his carbine and pistol, both [soldiers were, and still are, responsible for their weapons and are charged for replacements if lost].

Q) Did he tell you how he lost them?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did he tell you where he lost them?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did he tell you when he lost them?

A) No, sir.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) Don’t you know that Major Reno had his carbine on the hill and fired it?

A) He had one there.

Q) Don’t you know it was his?

A) I do not.

Q) Do you know it was not his carbine?

A) I could not swear it was not.

Q) How much did you examine it?

A) Not very much.

Q) You can’t swear whether he had or had not his carbine on the hill?

A) No, sir. I know he had one.

Q) You don’t know it was not his?

A) I do not.

Q) Who was present when he said he lost his carbine?

A) I don’t recollect.

Q) How long after you got on the hill was this?

A) Immediately.

Q) Did you go and talk to him about it?

A) I spoke to him about mine, and he said he had lost his carbine and pistol.

Q) Was anybody near at the time?

A) I don’t know.

Q) Had the skirmish line been thrown out?

A) No, sir.

Q) It was before the skirmish line was thrown out on the hill?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Was it before Lieutenant Varnum gave any orders?

A) I did not see him give any orders.

Q) Do you know whether he did give any orders?

A) I do not.

Q) Where was Major Reno?

A) Just where we came up on the hill.

Q) Was he on his horse, or not?

A) He was on his horse.

Q) How long had you been on the hill when he said that?

A) I just came up.

Q) How long had he been there?

A) I don’t know.

Q) Was it before the skirmish line had been thrown out?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) How long was the command on the hill before the skirmish line was thrown out?

A) I don’t recollect the line being thrown out until the Indians came that evening [in fact there was no skirmish line thrown out until McDougall came up with the packs and then it was done by him. Earlier, Weir had driven away the few Indians who had been loitering in the vicinity - before he had sallied off downstream].

Q) How close were you to Major Reno, at the time the talk took place about the carbine and pistol?

A) I was close enough to speak to him.

Q) Was anyone else around?

A) Not that I remember. There might have been.

Q) What else did he say to you at that time?

A) That was all I spoke to him about. I don’t recollect any other conversation. He spoke about water, that was all, and gave me a drink.

Q) Do you mean to say that before the skirmish line was thrown out, and just as you came on top of the hill, Major Reno said he lost his carbine and revolver?

A) I said no such thing. I told Major Reno I had lost my carbine, and then he told me he had lost his carbine and pistol, both.

Q). He was firing a carbine that day, and you don’t know whether it was his or not?

A) No, sir. Carbines mostly all look alike. I only had his word for it that he had lost his.

Q) Don’t you know that he had fired his pistol that day?

A) No, sir. I do not.

Q) Do you know that he did not?

A) I do not [none of which proves that Reno had not lost his pistol].

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) Was it not a pretty easy matter to borrow a carbine and revolver after you got on the hill?

A) You could pick one up most any place.





[CN] 3.18
 [CT] LIEUTENANT CHARLES C. DERUDIO: STORIES FROM VARIOUS SOURCES, 1876 AND SUBSEQUENT AND TESTIMONY AT THE RENO COURT OF INQUIRY, 1879

Charles (Carlo) Camilus DeRudio was one of the more interesting of the 7th Cavalry officers who participated in the fights on the Little Horn. He was Italian by birth and somewhat of an aristocrat, although he ostensibly fled Europe with a price on his head for his involvement in an assassination plot. His military service in the United States commenced shortly after his arrival in 1864, when he enlisted as a private in the 79th Highlanders, New York Volunteers a decidedly strange place for an expatriate Italian nobleman.

DeRudio had been a member of the 7th since 1869 and was promoted First Lieutenant from 15 December, 1875. He was assigned at the time to Company E and should have had command of that Company as the senior officer on duty, but Custer attempted to transfer him to Company A and switch “Fresh” Smith to command E, considering that DeRudio was not capable of command. The official attempt failed, the request being disapproved by General Sheridan, but Custer did it anyway when he marched from the Yellowstone up the Rosebud. Consequently, DeRudio had a bit of a “mad on” for Custer, with undoubted justification. The fact is that Custer simply did not trust DeRudio in a command position and made it his business to see that he didn’t have one. What Custer did was not according to military customs or usage and certainly not politically expedient, but there can be but little doubt that it strengthened the command structure.

DeRudio had a legitimate complaint and his apparent dislike of serving under Moylan no doubt compounded his feelings. He was however, appointed as adjutant to Benteen’s squadron of the left wing of the regiment, so that his serving with A Company was delayed until the wing organization was discontinued by Custer at the mouth of the Rosebud. His real conduct in the valley is examined at some length in the narrative portion of this work. DeRudio had a much larger effect upon what happened in the bottom than is commonly recognized and understood, he being customarily written off as a nonentity.

DeRudio’s contribution to the Little Horn literature is principally in the form of a letter which, strangely enough, he did not write and which may not have done anything to detract from his reputation as a grand story-teller. This reputation may not be as deserved as his fellows thought, for they were loath to believe any of his European tales, most of which were, at least to some extent, probably based in reality.

In any event, I have reproduced most of the famous “DeRudio” letter, which is now believed by most serious students to have been written by Major James Brisbin, who certainly showed a talent for fiction writing in his last letter to Edward Godfrey - and who was, even then, an author of some accomplishments. Brisbin, of course, obtained his information from DeRudio and other officers, and undoubtedly had DeRudio’s permission to publish. DeRudio’s strongest protest came years later when he told Camp that Brisbin had made events out to be considerably more colorful than they were. Interestingly enough, Brisbin made a good thing of his DeRudio letter, seeing it published several times over several years in different newspapers and apparently being paid for all of the printings.

I have also given excerpts from the field notes of Walter Mason Camp, who interviewed DeRudio on 2 February 1910 and probably spoke with him at least one other time. It must be noted that DeRudio was an old man when Camp got hold of him (77), and that he died the same year, on 1 November.

I have edited both items, while trying to keep everything of interest or importance, and have added my own comments as indicated.

Also included, as the final item, are excerpts from DeRudio’s testimony at the Reno Court of Inquiry. I have decided not to reproduce it in its entirety, since there is so much other DeRudio material, but I have included all of his testimony which is of importance, or which reflects upon the veracity of his other statements. The standard caveat “always go to original sources for the totality of the material” is no less relevant here.

FROM THE NEW YORK HERALD, 30 JULY 1876.

Camp on N. side Yellowstone, July 5, ‘76

I had a narrow escape at the battle of the Little Big Horn on the 25 and 26 of June and I will endeavor to give you my experience of Indian fighting. At about 10 A.M. on the 25th June, General Custer’s scouts returned and reported that they had discovered an Indian village about 15 miles distant, on the Little Big Horn, and that from what they had seen, they supposed the Indians to be retreating before our advance [the “retreating” observation was not made until considerably later in the day]. We continued our march two or three miles farther when a halt was ordered and General Custer began preparations for attacking the enemy [DeRudio then details the traditional division into battalions and Benteen’s left oblique route]. After marching two or three miles, our command, the center, was ordered to trot and hold the gait until we reached the river, six or seven miles distant [he misses a few miles in here somewhere, and is way off base in his reconstruction of the orders given, and where they were given]. Having reached the river, we forded, and on reaching the plain beyond the opposite bank, we were ordered into line of battle.

Everything being as it was ordered, we started on a gallop and for two miles pursued on the verge of an immense and blinding cloud of dust raised by the madly flying savages ahead of us. The dust cloud was so dense that we could distinguish nothing, so Colonel Reno halted the battalion and after dismounting, formed a skirmish line the right flank resting on the edge of a dry thickly wooded creek [compare this characterization of the “pursuit” and the reason for Reno’s halting, “we could distinguish nothing,” with the common descriptions of the advance and Reno’s reasons for halting]. While the horses were being led to shelter in the wood, the Indians opened a galling fire on us which was immediately responded to, the skirmish continuing for about one-half hour. It was now discovered that on the other side of the creek, in a park-like clearing, there were a few lodges, and the whole line crossed the creek to find the lodges deserted, and be received by about two hundred yelping, yelling redskins [here we have a new reason for the withdrawal of the valley skirmish line into the timber - an attack on the lodges in the clearing!]. The fire from the numerically superior force necessitated a retreat which was almost impossible, as we were now surrounded by warriors. When we entered the engagement we were only 100 strong and the fire of the enemy had made havoc in our little band. When we were half way over the creek, I, being in the rear, noticed a guidon planted on the side we had left and returned to take it. When coming through the wood, the guidon entangled itself in the branches and slipped out of my hand. I dismounted to pick it up and led my horse to the south bank of the creek [he is talking here of the dry creek bed in the timber, not the retreat ford]. As I was about to mount, my horse was struck with a bullet, and becoming frightened, he ran into the Indians, leaving me dismounted in the company of about 300 Sioux not more than 50 yards distant. They poured a whistling volley at me, but I was not wounded, and managed to escape to the thicket near by…In the thicket I found Mr. Girard, the interpreter; a half-breed Indian; and Private O’Neill, of Co. “G,” 7th Cay. The first two of the quartet had their horses, while O’Neill like myself, was dismounted. I told the owners of the horses that the presence of the animals would betray us, suggesting…that they be stampeded. They declined to act on the suggestion and I left them…I had not been in this hiding place [in the timber] more than 10 minutes when I heard several pistol shots fired in my immediate vicinity, and shortly thereafter came the silvery, but to me diabolical voices of several squaws…I found the women at the revolting work of scalping a soldier who was perhaps not yet dead. Two of the ladies were cutting away, while two others performed a sort of war dance around the body and its mutilators…Finally the squaws went away…and I employed the time thinking of my perilous position.

…I heard a crackling noise near me, which upon investigation I found proceeded from…the Indians having ignited a fire…I was forced from my hiding place. I crawled out of the creek bottom the same way I had approached and…I heard a voice calling “Lieutenant, Lieutenant.” I could see no one, but the call was repeated, and…I found all three of the party I had left a short time before, hidden in the bottom of the creek. Mr. Girard told me that he had left the horses tied together…and followed down after me…Fortunately for us, the wind subsided, and a little rain fell which, thank God, was sufficient to arrest the flames…It was now 3 o’clock P.M…six more hours to wait [until “night”], and you may imagine how immensely long we found them. During this time we could hear and often see Indians around us…Finally the time came when under the protection of night (it was very cloudy) we were able to come out of our hiding places and take the direction of the ford, which was two miles to the south, through an open plain [the reference here seems to be to the original fording place]. Mr. Girard and the scout mounted their horses and the soldier and myself took hold, each one, of a horse’s tail…Mr. Girard proposed that, in case he should be obliged to run and leave us, and succeeded in joining the command, he would notify Col. Reno the commander, of my position [why wouldn’t Girard, who didn’t care much for Reno, have said that he would notify Custer, the actual commanding officer?]. During our transit through the open plain we passed many Indians returning to their village and could hear but not see them as the night was very dark. We reached the wood near what we took to be the ford we had passed [crossed] in the morning, but we were mistaken and had to hunt for the crossing. Once we forded the stream but found it was at a bend and that we would have to ford it again. When we recrossed the river, we ran full into a band of eight savages. The two mounted men ran for their lives, the soldier and myself jumped into the bushes near us. I cocked my revolver and…was ready to fire at the savages…They evidently thought, from the precipitous retreat of the two mounted men, that all of us had decamped…In a few minutes…they continued their course, and soon went out of hearing. I raised up…and called to the soldier, who immediately answered. We then saw that all the fords were well guarded by the savages, and it would be very dangerous to attempt to cross…The night passed and in the dim dawn of day we heard an immense tramping, as of a large cavalry command…I could distinctly hear the sound of the horses shoes striking the stones. I cautiously stepped to the edge of the bushes to look out (I was no more than three yards from the bank of the river), and thought I recognized some gray horses mounted by men in military blouses, and some of them in white hats [remember that DeRudio had been second lieutenant of E Company]…I saw one man with a buckskin jacket, pants, top boots and white hat, and felt quite sure I recognized him as Capt. Tom Custer…

With this conviction I stepped boldly out on the bank and called to Capt. Custer, “Tom, don’t leave us here.” The distance was only a few yards and my call was answered by an infernal yell and a discharge of 300 or 400 shots. I then discovered my mistake…Myself and the soldier jumped into the bushes (the bullets mowing down the branches at every volley), and crawled off …We now decided to cross a clearing of about twenty yards and gain another wood; but before doing this, I took the precaution to look out. The prospect was terribly discouraging for on our immediate right, not more than fifty yards distant, I saw four or five Indians galloping toward us. Near by me there were two cottonwood stumps nearly touching each other, and behind this slender barricade myself and the soldier knelt down, he with his carbine and I with my revolver, ready to do for a few of the savages…when the foremost man was just abreast of me and about ten yards distant, I fired. They came in Indian file, and at my fire they turned a right-about and were making off when Pvt. O’Neill fired his carbine at the second savage, who at that moment was reining his pony to turn him back. The private’s eye was true…The gentleman I greeted rode a short distance and then did likewise [fell off his horse]. The rest of the party rode on…From our position we could see the Indians on the bluffs, their horses picketed under cover of the hill, and a line of sharpshooters, all lying on their stomachs. We could hear the battle going on above us…the continued rattle of the musketry, the cheering of our command, and the shouting of the savages…we discovered that our wood was on fire…that the fiends had fired both sides. We moved around until we found a thick cluster of what they call bulberry trees, under which we crept. The grass on the edge of this place was very green, as it had been raining a little while before, and there was no wind. When the fire approached our hiding place it ran very slowly so that I was enabled to smother it with my gauntlet gloves…

There we were in a little oasis, surrounded by fire, but comparatively safe from the elements, and with the advantage of seeing almost everything around us without being seen. We could see savages going backward and forward, and one standing on picket not more than 70 or 80 yards from us, evidently put there to watch the progress of the fire. At about 4 o’clock p.m. this picket fired 4 pistol shots in the air at regular intervals…as a signal of some kind. Soon after this fire we heard the powerful voice of a savage crying out, making the same sound four times, and after these two signals, we saw 200 or more savages leave the bluffs and ford the river…About one hour later, the same double signals were again repeated, and many mounted Indians left at a gallop. Soon the remainder of those left on the bluffs also retired.

Hope now revived, the musketry rattle ceased…By 6 o’clock everything around us was apparently quiet and no evidence or signs of any Indians were near us. We supposed the regiment had left the field, and all that remained for us to do was to wait for the night and then pass the river and take the route for the Yellowstone River, and there construct a raft and descend to the mouth of the Powder River, our supply camp. Of course during the 36 hours that we were in suspense, we had neither water nor food. At 8 p.m. we dropped ourselves into the river, the water reaching our waists, crossed it twice and then carefully crawled up the bluffs, took our direction and slowly and cautiously proceeded southward.

After marching two miles, I thought I would go up on a very high hill to look around and see if I could discover any sign of our command; and on looking around I saw a fire on my left and in the direction where we supposed the command was fighting during the day, probably two miles from us. Of course we made two conjectures on this fire: it might be an Indian fire and it might be from our command. The only way…was to approach it cautiously and trust to chance. Accordingly we descended the hill, and took the direction of the fire. Climbing another and another hill, we listened a while and then proceeded on for a mile or more, when on the top of a hill we again stopped and listened. We could hear voices, but not distinctly enough to tell whether they were savages or our command. We proceeded a little farther and heard the bray of a mule, and soon after, the distinct voice of a sentry challenging with the familiar words “Halt; who goes there?” The challenge was not directed to us, as we were too far off to be seen by the picket, and it was too dark; but this gave us courage to continue our course and approach…I yelled out: “Picket, don’t fire; it is Lieutenant DeRudio and Pvt. O’Neill,” and started to run. We received an answer in a loud cheer from all the members of the picket and Lt. Varnum. This officer, one of our bravest and most efficient, came at once to me and was very happy to see me again…

My first question was about the condition of the regiment. I was in hopes that we were the only sufferers, but I was not long allowed to remain in doubt. Lt. Varnum said he knew nothing of the five companies under Custer and that our command had sustained a loss…It was about 2 A.M. when I got into camp, and I soon after tried to go to sleep; but though I had not slept for two nights, I could not close my eyes. I talked with Lt. Varnum about the battle and narrated to him adventures and narrow escapes I had had. Morning soon came and I went to see the officers…

At 8 o’clock we saw cavalry approaching, first a few scouts and then a dense column and soon learned it was General Brisbin’s command coming up to our relief. Presently a long line of infantry appeared on the plain and Gen. Gibbon came up. Ah! Who that was there will ever forget how our hearts thrilled at the sight of those blue coats! And when Gens. Terry and Gibbon rode into our camp, men wept like children.

Yours truly,

Charles C. DeRudio

P.S.

I should do an injustice to my feelings if I should omit to mention the fidelity and bravery of Private O’Neill. He faithfully obeyed me and stood by me like a brother. I shall never cease to remember him and his service to me during our dangerous companionship. This brave soldier is highly thought of by his company commander, and of course ever will be by me and mine.

Chas. DeRudio.

FROM THE FIELD NOTES OF WALTER MASON CAMP, BASED UPON AN INTERVIEW CONDUCTED ON 2 FEBRUARY 1910.

Walter Camp’s field notes contain his own notes based upon an interview with DeRudio on 2 February 1910, as well as references to information attributed to DeRudio taken from other sources. It is often difficult to tell what came from where. I have lumped it all together in an edited form, retaining everything of real importance. It should be noted that all of the material is in Camp’s words, not those of DeRudio.

…DeRudio says that in spring of 1876 he was promoted to First Lieut. and being in Company E, he should have been put in command of it, as was customary [his promotion was dated from 15 December 1875]. However, Custer put A.E. Smith in command. Smith belonged to Company A, and Custer had DeRudio and Smith change places. Smith was a favorite of Custer…DeRudio never quite forgave Custer [in fact this transfer was not official, and was in direct contravention of Sheridan’s disapproval of Custer’s formal request on 19 February 1876. This is probably why Custer did not effect the re-assignment until the Rosebud march]. DeRudio did not enjoy serving in Co. A under Moylan, and, being appointed adjt. of Benteen’s squadron, he thus was not attached to Co.A for some time. When Custer got to the Rosebud he broke up the squadron organization and DeRudio went back to Company A.

At five p.m. on June 24 Custer camped on the Rosebud at a place where the stream is very crooked and at 11:00 p.m. broke camp and started on. During the night Custer sent DeRudio back to instruct Keogh, who was rear guard, to get the pack train along faster and close up. Trumpeter Hardy was ordered to go with DeRudio and these two rode back 10 miles and found Keogh…with sixteen mules stuck in the mud. The rest of the packs were scattered along the trail for several miles…they got back and found Keogh cursing the mules and the packers, and then he and Hardy returned to the front and had difficulty in locating Custer. On the way they encountered a band of whooping Indians and at first supposed they were being taken in by Sioux, but the party proved to be Tom Custer and some scouts who mistook DeRudio and Hardy for Sioux.

On the morning of June 25 Custer came back and said he had been up ahead with scouts, but his glasses were not strong enough to discover anything. DeRudio had the strongest glasses in the regiment…and Cooke came to DeRudio and asked if he would lend them to Custer. DeRudio did not like to do this, but consented, and Custer took them and went ahead again. When he returned he said he had seen some cloud-like objects which the scouts said were pony herds [compare this with Benteen’s statement that Custer did not believe there were any Indians]. Custer had these glasses when he was killed. After crossing the divide, Company A was in the advance [of Reno’s column]. Soon after this DeRudio saw a freshly killed buffalo at the side of the trail…

After passing lone tepee, DeRudio stopped somewhere to fill his canteen and did not catch up with the command until it reached the river. Here he found Reno and Gerard sitting on horses in the river, Reno drinking from a bottle of whisky. DeRudio was the first man to ford the river, and as his horse surged ahead he splashed water on Reno, who said: “What are you trying to do? Drown me before I am killed?”

DeRudio…said timber on west side was 200 yards wide. At ford A Reno’s battalion watered horses and when men got clear of timber formed the companies and went forward…Does not think the delay here was long…The column then left-fronted into line with Company A on right, G in center and M on left. The Indian scouts were ahead and to left going down valley. Does not remember them capturing Sioux ponies.

Says on skirmish line, A was on right, G in center and H on left…The fact that DeRudio saw Sergeant White and took his gun leads me to think that A was in center and next to H. Says fight on skirmish line did not last over 10 minutes if it did that long. Does not remember sending from skirmish line for ammunition. On skirmish line he found Sergeant White wounded and took his gun and fired two shots at Indians over on hills to west…

He took a squad of men and went into timber to go to north side of it to river bank to watch against Indians coming in from that direction across river [this was done without orders]. After he went in, Co. G sent into timber also. In the timber was a cleared place of 2 or 3 acres where there had been some lodges [this was a natural glade - it had not been cleared]… In the timber was the dry gravelly bed of a creek or wash from river in high water…

He took his small party and went over to river bank and presently Trumpeter [David] McVeigh [of A Company] came in leading DeRudio’s horse and said: “Here Lieut., is your horse.” DeRudio said: “I do not want my horse,” but McVeigh said: “They are leaving the timber, Lieut.” but as DeRudio had heard no bugle calls he doubted McVeigh’s statement. As McVeigh spoke, the party of men with DeRudio started to break and leave him and DeRudio tried to halt them calling to one of the men to get a guidon, but the man said: “To hell with the guidon, don’t you see the Indians are coming in?” DeRudio looked and saw a party of Indians coming into the timber and the men with him all fled.

He picked up the guidon and mounted…and started out, but some Indians fired at him and he jumped down…When he got to open plain he saw Reno and nearly the whole battalion in full retreat and some of the men already across river and climbing the bluffs [indicating that perhaps Reno was not the first one across, contrary to most evidence]. Charley Reynolds was kneeling on one knee firing at Indians and probably fired half dozen shots before Indians got him. He was just outside timber. His horse had evidently been killed.

DeRudio now led his horse to edge of timber and decided to ride through Indians and overtake command. Most of the Indians were in pursuit of command…He was just trying to mount…and had his foot in stirrup when a buck jumped out of the brush and fired and then began to yell, frightening both DeRudio and the horse, and the horse broke away…This was on top of bank on south edge of timber.

DeRudio dodged back into timber, and…the Indians at a distance ceased firing and set up a peculiar cry. Wondering what this could mean, DeRudio looked out and saw the Indians pointing to bluffs and Benteen’s battalion was in full view. DeRudio says this is what saved Reno’s battalion from entire destruction. The appearance of Benteen checked the pursuit after Reno.

DeRudio says Reno should have held to the timber. Says there they would have had reasonable shelter, and Indians would never have come into the brush to fight, and Reno could easily have stood them off and held a thousand of them there who went down to fight Custer.

DeRudio now retired into timber and found Tom O’Neill, Gerard, and Bill Jackson hid in a low place. DeRudio did not stay long here, but struck out on his own. He was almost discovered by a lone Indian, he says]…DeRudio now crawled into a hollow place in the bank where a cottonwood stump had rotted and secreted himself, but soon three shots rang out quite close to him…He was now much alarmed and thought he had better move, and looking out he saw squaws chanting and cutting up one of the sergeants who had been killed or wounded on the plain [if this observation is accurate, the man was either Edward Botzer or Martin Considine, both of G Company, the only sergeants killed during the retreat]…Soon after this he saw Indians carrying a dead or wounded Indian back toward village and in a little while the Indians set fire to grass…

On a.m. of June 26 the Indian whom DeRudio mistook for Tom Custer [see letter above] was riding Tom Custer’s horse…

On morning of June 27, Gibbon came up the valley, and Bradley, who was with the flankers on the left, discovered the dead on Custer ridge. Later in the day, when Benteen was saddling up to go over to Custer battlefield, DeRudio asked to go along and Benteen told him he could take Sergeant Pahl’s horse, as Pahl had been wounded [on the 26th]. Bradley went along to guide Benteen. They followed the trail of the five companies to the river down Medicine Tail coulee. The whole command of five companies had gone nearly to the river, and two shod horses had gone quite to the river bank and the tracks seemed to indicate that they had shied around quickly in some blue clay as if turned suddenly by their riders. Says Custer’s trail was in column of fours part of way but in one or two narrow places had changed to column of twos. The first dead man was near Ford B and about 150 yards from river. Says this man was not Sergeant Butler. He was neither stripped nor scalped [so many cavalry horses had been driven across the river at this point that it is ridiculous to draw any inferences from any hoof prints seen there].

On battlefield he counted 214 dead, Bradley counted 214 and Benteen 212. Does not recollect appearance of dead around Keogh.

Custer lay on top of a conical knoll. Five or six horses lay as if they had been led there and shot down for a barricade, as empty shells lay behind them. These horses were all sorrels from Company C. No one in the group where Custer lay was scalped. DeRudio is positive about this. Lieutenant Riley lay near Custer and his body was shot full of arrows. Cooke’s sideburn had been scalped from one side of his face and his thighs were cut open in several places [a Sioux method of marking their kills].

Does not remember any enlisted men being identified and is not sure about Company E men, but saw a heap of men in a gully and says the dead horses nearest the river were gray ones…Nowlan found Sturgis’ shirt in village and it had a bullet hole…Dr. Lord’s surgical case was found in village…

…After the battle a board of survey was appointed to take inventory of the property of the men killed and DeRudio was the recorder of this board. [Private John] Hiley’s [Company E, killed with Custer] trunk was opened and in it was found among other things, a faro bank…In the trunk also was a letter from Hiley’s mother, showing her to be lady of the nobility of Scotland. In this letter she informed him the matter of some trouble he had gotten into in his native country was soon to be settled up and he could then return home without molestation…Says Hiley’s name was [really] Forbes. DeRudio says the effects of soldiers killed that were not claimed were put up and sold and brought about $5500…

DeRudio says the story published in fall of 1876 in New York Herald and other papers as coming from him was written by Major Brisbin. DeRudio had given Brisbin a statement of the facts with a promise from Brisbin that they were not to be published, but Brisbin violated the agreement. Says Brisbin colored up the story considerably and that the article is not accurate in some of the details. Says there was a coulee full of Indians 300 or 400 yards ahead of skirmish line…

LIEUTENANT CHARLES C. DERUDIO‘S TESTIMONY AT THE RENO COURT OF INQUIRY

DeRudio was one of the witnesses called to testify at the Reno Court of Inquiry in Chicago in 1879. His testimony was given on 29, 30, and 31 January, and in some respects was not flattering to Reno, although in others it was supportive of his efforts. One of DeRudio’s key statements was his identification of Armstrong Custer and William Cooke as having been in a position on the opposite bluffs to have seen at least part of Reno’s action in the valley, and at least part of the Indian village. This surprisingly undisputed identification has been seized upon by several writers, particularly in recent years, to reconstruct the march of Custer’s column - and to explain Custer’s thought processes at the time. I use the term “surprisingly undisputed” to reflect my personal view of the testimony, which is included here as part of the excerpts from DeRudio’s statements. The reader may determine for himself how much reliance he would put on DeRudio’s account of the sighting and on his identification of the men on the bluffs. To me it seems rather shallow waters upon which to float a raft of conjecture.

In any event, I have edited DeRudio’s testimony only to the extent of making excerpts from them. Everything reproduced here, is reproduced in its entirety. I have tried not to be too selective as to the point of view expressed in the chosen excerpts, trying to include everything of relevance while excluding repetitious questions and answers, of which there were a good many. I have also attempted to include all the testimony which bears upon the stories already presented in this Appendix. I have chosen to add comments where they might prove helpful. 

DeRudio was duly sworn and I will pick up his testimony at the initial crossing of the Little Horn.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) Describe that crossing; and if there was any delay there, state for what purpose.

A) There was no delay that I remember. I remember that Major Reno was the first man to go into the river. My horse was stubborn and would not go into the river, only on the jump, and when he jumped into the river, he splashed water on Major Reno; and after I got across, I could not hold my horse for about 100 yards. There I checked him and waited till the company came up [note that he omits his description of Reno and Gerard drinking at the ford, as given later to Camp].

Q) State if you saw the hostile Indians before crossing.

A) I saw a few.

Q) Where did you see them?

A) Going down the creek in the bottom [this is on Ash Creek].

Q) About how many?

A) I can’t judge very well. I was not in position - I was in the middle of the column.

Q) Did you see them before you crossed the river?

A) Yes, just after we passed the abandoned village. We supposed they belonged to that village.

Q) How near to the crossing were you when you saw those Indians?

A) I can’t tell. It was very near.

Q) Tell all you know about the advance of Major Reno’s column, from the time it crossed the stream till it reached the point where it halted and was deployed as skirmishers.

A) As soon as we cleared the woods on the other side of the river, Major Reno called the battalion into line As soon as the line was formed, Major Reno moved them at a gallop. Major Reno was ahead of me, probably 10 or 15 yards. Major Reno was continually checking the men, keeping the line in good order. We probably galloped 2 1/2 miles across the plain. It was sandy and full of sage brush, rather difficult for cavalry to go through. When we had got near to the woods on the right hand side of the line, I heard some bullets whistling but not the noise of the explosions [indicating long range firing]. In front of us there was an immense, dense dust, and we could see the shadows of some Indians in that dust. Pretty soon Major Reno gave the command to dismount and prepare to fight on foot. The battalion properly halted and dismounted [the command to halt must necessarily have been given prior to the command to dismount and fight on foot], and deployed very nicely. It surprised me much as there was a lot of recruits among them, and many of the horses were green. The battalion deployed, the right of the line at right angle with the woods.

Q) Were the horses generally pretty frisky?

A) They were rather excited. They had never seen much service, and horses generally get excited after galloping a mile or two.

Q) After Major Reno’s command crossed the river, state if there was any trumpet or bugle call sounded going down.

A) None that I heard.

Q) What were those Indians that you saw in the dust doing? Advancing toward Major Reno or running?

A) They were running around, making a dust.

Q) Were they advancing toward him at the time he halted?

A) No. They seemed to be standing, waiting for the command to come up [he has just testified that they were running around].

Q) How far was that from the line?

A) 5 or 600 yards [this is not close quarters].

Q) When was it the Indians opened fire after you crossed? Was it before you halted, or as you were in the act of halting?

A) Some bullets had whistled past before.

Q) Few or many?

A) I heard several shots.

Q) Did the command halt right away after that?

A) Yes, sir, right away - as soon as the command was given. [DeRudio has just been duped by the Recorder into stating the real reason for Reno’s halting the command].

Q) Go from the time the command was halted there, and describe in your own way, carefully, all that occurred to your knowledge, as to the movements of the Indians and the troops; what orders or instructions were given by Major Reno, stating all that you know about his conduct up to the time the command left the timber or woods.

A) As soon as the line was deployed as skirmishers, some Indians began to come out of the dust [note that no Indians threatened the column until it halted, although everyone says that they could not have gone on and survived], and started on their right and our left on the high bluffs [to the west]. They came all around, and pretty soon after came on our flanks. The skirmish line advanced 75 or 100 yards during that fire, and then the fire being on that flank, it turned. Our carbines did not carry that far [the Springfield had much greater range and stopping power than did the arms of the Indians, except perhaps for the odd Sharps rifle the hostiles might have possessed. The government round of the day, even in carbine loadings of.45-55, still ranks among the real man-stoppers. Its ballistic coefficients did not make for anything approaching a flat trajectory but it was decidedly better than the Winchester cartridge which the Indians supposedly used. If the carbines “did not carry that far” then the firing was at considerably more than a thousand yards], the bullets were striking short of the Indians. The Indians must have had rifles, as their bullets reached our line. They continued to come out in lots of 3 or 4 or 5. Pretty soon their fire was all around us on our front, left and rear. The only side there was no fire was on our right, next to the woods. Probably the skirmish line remained about 10 minutes there, and during that time I saw Major Reno encouraging the men [it is hard to say what encouragement the men might have needed. If you are under fire for the first time, it is comforting to have your enemy more than a thousand yards away. It is hardly like fighting at all].

Q) Describe the act of encouragement.

A) He stood in his position that he ought to be in and directed the men to direct their fire properly and steadily etc. Pretty soon Lieutenant Wallace, as we were sitting together, called my attention to the Indians coming in on the other side of the woods. I started right down a little path with 5 or 6 men on the right of the line, to go and see [DeRudio did this without orders and without notifying Reno. His action actually precipitated the withdrawal to the timber]. That woods makes a kind of horseshoe shape. There was a regular bench or bank, and then another woods that continued nearly to the river where Major Reno crossed over. The skirmish line was formed at right angles to the woods. They halted a little farther down, and advanced about 75 or 100 yards. There was a clearing inside in which there was some tepee poles and some meat drying. I came across that, and saw some Indians through the woods.

Q) Was that looking downstream or upstream?

A) Downstream. We were facing the village. I stood there probably 10 minutes with my men. We were facing the Indians coming through the woods upstream. Probably 10 minutes after we were there, the trumpeter of my company brought up my horse and said, “Lieutenant, here is your horse.” I said, “I don’t want my horse.” I was then standing on the bank of the creek. The man said, “they are going out,” and the men I had with me immediately mounted their horses. I tried to check them, but they would not listen to me, but pushed on through. I stopped at the creek, trying to keep the men steady. As the last men passed me, I noticed the guidon of the company on the bank of the creek [he is speaking of the bank of the dry creek], and I told him to go get it before he went out. The man said it was too hot there for him, and continued on his way. I thought it was not very hot, and went and got the guidon myself. It was not more than 40 feet which I had to go back. I crawled up to the top of the bank and grabbed the guidon, and there were 20 or 30 Indians coming, not more than 40 or 50 yards from me, scattering as they saw the head of my horse over the bank. They fired a volley at me. The bullets came whistling about me and I dropped down.

Q) By that time had the command all got out as far as you know?

A) Yes, sir - those that were with me. The woods were thick and dense, and I could not see the men very far.

Q) Had the command gone at that time?

A) The left was going out.

Q) Did you hear any bugle or trumpet calls there in the timber?

A) No, sir.

Q) Would you have been likely to have heard them, if they had been sounded?

A) I think so.

Q) You saw Major Reno on the line?

A) Yes, sir, and after that I did not see him again.

Q) What position was he in on the line?

A) He was standing on the skirmish line.

Q) What was the condition of the men you saw when they were leaving the timber? Were they demoralized or not?

A) I could not tell. When I got back again on the south side of the bank up the creek, when I got the guidon, I struck through a dense woods. I could not get up there.

Q) You tried to stop those men? Were they demoralized or not?

A) It appeared to be a panic.

Q) How do you judge it to be a panic?

A) Because they would not obey my orders to stay there.

Q) How many Indians did you see at the place you speak of coming up through the timber?

A) At that particular place, probably 30 or more. I could not tell. The country was full of woods, and they may have divided.

Q) You spoke of Indians that passed on the bluff to the left. How many Indians do you think you saw passing around there?

A) Probably a 100 to 150, not all together - 3, 4, and 5 at a time. They were continually going across [Sergeant Davern’s testimony is that they were mostly “singles” obviously the number was not large and has been overblown in most histories].

Q) During the first half hour [DeRudio’s testimony is that the fight in the bottom lasted only 20-30 minutes] did the Indians come to Major Reno’s front or flank, and how near?

A) Some of the Indians came within 2 and 300 yards.

Q) In force or body?

A) No, sir, scattering as they always do.

Q) About how many did you see?

A) I only saw a few. They came to our left over the bluffs, but they were constantly coming through and there were evidences of the Indians coming through the woods.

Q) Of those you saw 30 or 40?

A) Yes, sir. That was in my immediate front.

Q) That was after the men had left?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) What I want is, before the men left, what Indians did you see coming in?

A) It was the same party. Probably 2 or 300 were firing at us, and we fired back again.

Q) At the time Major Reno’s command left the timber, had the Indians got into that bunch of timber where Major Reno’s command was?

A) No, sir. I don’t think any Indians had got into that timber at all [this is very important testimony].

Q) State, if you know, what had become of the large number of Indians that were around Major Reno’s command after he left the timber, and where did they go?

A) Soon after he left the timber and reached the hill, the firing commenced on the other side of the village. I heard immense volleys of firing and more than half the Indians around Major Reno left. Part of them went on the highest bluffs and part went down the river. Some of them picketed their ponies under the bluffs and lay down flat, watching Major Reno.

Q) From the time Major Reno deployed the men down in the bottom, how long was it before the command left the timber?

A) I judge it was 20 or 25 minutes, perhaps half an hour.

Q) How do you fix the time?

A) I had a watch, and as I was left behind, I was anxious to know what time it was. I was looking for night to get out of there.

Q) What time was it when you looked at your watch?

A) Somewhere about 2 o’clock as near as I can remember.

Q) Did you look at the time after the command left?

A) Yes, sir - just after. I know it was between two and three o’clock. I can’t remember the exact minute now.

Q) Was it after 2 o’clock?

A) Yes, sir. I looked at my watch every ten minutes.

Q) State, if you know, about how many rounds of ammunition the men fired away before the command left the timber, as near as you can estimate it.

A) I don’t think they could have fired over 30 or 40 rounds while in open skirmish line. They would probably fire more [there] than in the timber when [they were] covered, when they had a chance to aim and fire whenever they pleased.

Q) How long did the skirmish line stay there before it came in?

A) 10 or 12 minutes.

Q) How near did the Indians come to the line?

A) 2 or 300 yards from it, in front.

Q) How many?

A) Probably 2 or 300. Not in mass but in groups of 2 or 4 or 5. That is the reason I could not judge of the number.

Q) Was anybody hit on the line?

A) Yes, I saw a sergeant killed [Miles O’Hara of M Company].

Q) Was he the only one?

A) No, I saw two or three others wounded. Sergeant White was wounded in the arm, and afterwards went out with Reno [actually White was left behind, but got out with Herendeen’s bunch. DeRudio may or may not be correct in this observation. Certainly there were very few casualties on the skirmish line and clearly he has established in his testimony thus far that the line was not withdrawn because of pressure, casualties or lack of ammunition].

Q) How long did you remain in the timber after the command left it?

A) Till about 9 o’clock that night.

Q) From the time you got there till you left, what view had you of the Indian village?

A) I could not see the village well because the woods were in front of me, only in places. I did not go to see the village. The nearest tepee was probably 1200 yards from the position I was in.

Q) Was that position you were in the same as that the command was in?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Go on and state if you heard any firing after Major Reno’s command got to the river. If so, in what direction - and how long did the firing last?

A) The firing started soon after Major Reno got on top of the hill, at least a few minutes after. I could hear immense volleys on the other side of the village. It was down the river, and the fire lasted probably an hour and a half, and then died off at a distance with small shots, and pretty soon the fire entirely died away. Before it died away entirely, the same Indians who left Major Reno soon after he left the timber, came right back again, and part of them went on the bluff, and part of them went across the plain and to the south of Major Reno’s position on the bluff [since the Indians did not return until after the abortive move down the bluffs DeRudio is saying that Reno was back in his hill position before the firing down the river stopped. This does not necessarily mean that Custer had not yet been destroyed, since the “small shots” were likely the firing seen by Weir’s troops and described by Edgerly, which is thought to have been the Indians firing into the wounded and dead on Custer field. If DeRudio was truthful however, then there is absolutely no doubt that Custer was still fighting while Reno and Benteen were on the bluffs. Gerard and Herendeen corroborate the firing, but differ as to the time it lasted. Their testimony is interjected here for the sake of convenience].

Testimony of George Herendeen

Q) After Major Reno’s command left and you had gone back into the timber, did you hear any firing? If so, where? and describe it.

A) I heard firing after we had been in there some time. We had got settled down, and were talking over matters.

Q) Give your idea of the time.

A) It was not over half an hour [after Reno left], I think it was under.

Q) Describe that firing.

A) It began in volleys. I heard a great many volleys fired - then between volleys, and after the volleys ceased, there were scattering shots.

Q) How long before that fire died away entirely, from the time you first heard it?

A) It might have lasted an hour. I think not over an hour.

Testimony of Fred Gerard

Q) Now state, in your own words, all that transpired, after Major Reno’s command left the timber, as to the movements of the hostile Indians, the sound of firing, if any - from what direction, and pertaining to what troops. Give all the facts and circumstances respecting these matters on the 25th of June.

A) Ten or fifteen minutes after Major Reno left the bottom, I heard the firing on these hills.

Q) What hills do you refer to?

A) To the left of where Major Reno was. It was on my right.

Q) On what side of the stream?

A) On the right hand side, and I could see Indians going up these ravines on the right hand side of the stream. I saw Indians going up there and I could hear the firing as though they were firing at troops going up there. I knew that there was some troops going by because I had seen them back of that [farther south on the ridge].

Q) Go on and state any other sounds of firing from that time and follow it down, in narrative form, in your own way.

A) I heard continuous firing clear on down, as if there was a general engagement.

Q) Down to where?

A) Down to where I afterward went and saw General Custer’s battlefield, and I heard firing to the left of the village three or four volleys- as if there were fifty or one hundred guns at a volley. Lieutenant DeRudio was with me, and when we heard this firing he said, “By God, there’s Custer coming. Let’s go and join him.” I told him to wait, that we had plenty of time; that when the firing got opposite to us, we could go out and join him; that he was now too far away.

Q) This firing that you heard to the left, as if by volley, state in regard to that, whether it was before or after you heard the firing on down the stream where you afterward found General Custer.

A) It was during the firing down there, after the heavy firing down there, indicating a general engagement at that point, where Custer was afterward found.

Q) You stated that this firing, on the right bank of the river in the bluffs, that you heard which began about fifteen minutes after Major Reno’s command had left the timber - I wish you to commence there and go on and describe how long it was that you heard firing in that direction, or following down the stream, until it had ceased.

A. There was a continuous firing all the time the troops were marching [he could not see them marching, but was basing his statements on when he had observed the troops across the river] down there - not regular volleys, but scattering shots, sometimes three or four, sometimes only one [indicating that there was some very light and sporadic sniping at Custer’s column on the bluffs past the point of observation, or perhaps marking the fighting between the scouts and the Sioux]. And then it was kept up irregularly, and when it got down below there, where Custer’s battlefield was, it became heavy. There was a skirmish fire all the way down from where I first heard it.

Q) State how long this firing lasted, which you have described as though it came on a command moving down in that way. How long was it from the time you first heard it until it ceased - an hour, two hours, or three, or how long?

A) The whole firing, from the time I heard it on the bluffs to my right, on the right bank of the river, they were firing there until dark.

Q) Where?

A) On the Custer battlefield. Then there were single shots, or one or two at a time. Shall I explain that?

Q) Yes.

A) It is customary with Indians, even if they find an enemy that has been killed two or three days, in riding by they will be pretty apt to put a shot into him as he lies there.

Q) How long did that general firing last?

A) I should judge it to be about two hours.

Q) This particular firing as of a general engagement lasted how long?

A) This heavy firing lasted about two hours.

The totality of the testimony of DeRudio, Herendeen and Gerard, indicates quite clearly and without the shadow of a doubt, that Custer was engaged while Reno and Benteen sat on the bluffs, at one place or another. I will now pick up DeRudio’s testimony from the point at which I left it.

Q) From what you afterwards knew of the fate of General Custer’s command, state if that firing you heard came from his field of battle.

A) I think so. I was in the valley of the stream, and could hear better than if I was in any other position.

Q) When and where did you join Major Reno’s command after it left you in the timber?

A) I joined on the 27th of June, about 3 o’clock in the morning, on the same hill that he went to on the 25th.

Q) Did you see part of the Indian village move away on the 26th of June?

A) I saw part of them. Part passed right by where I was at that time. I was in the woods near where we forded the river the first time.

Q) What was the size of the village from what you saw?

A) They lasted several hours before they all passed. I could hear the noise of the travois and of the dogs and children.

Q) Were they closed up, or scattered?

A) They were scattered in some places, and in some places thick.

Q) Did you see the warriors moving away?

A) Yes, about half past four on the 26th.

Q) Could you judge of their number?

A) No. Those that I saw went off at intervals and not all together. My attention was first called to it while I was in the woods near the point “A” [the first crossing]. There was an Indian 50 or 60 yards from me on a point. At first I supposed he was watching us [Private Thomas O’Neill was, of course, with DeRudio]. The woods were on fire at the time, all around us, except a bunch of bullberries, and the grass was green around it, and we had withdrawn into it when the fire came, and remained there and it was clear all around, so we could see.

Q) What is your estimate of the effective fighting force of the village?

A) I think somewhere about three or four thousand warriors.

Q) How do you get at it?

A) Simply by the number of tepees and wickiups [he had previously guessed 1200-1500 lodges].

Q) You guess at those?

A) Yes, sir, and I guess at the number of men entirely.

Q) Was that your estimate then, at the time, or is it your estimate now?

A) It is my estimate now. At that time I probably estimated larger [this is most interesting, for it shows that even given two and a half years to think about it, DeRudio had not only lowered his estimate, but still considered that the number of warriors was very large].

Q) Did you go over General Custer’s battlefield before the bodies were buried?

A) Yes, sir - the same day I came in.

Q) Describe all you saw in reference to that field.

A) Captain Benteen was ordered by General Terry to take a company with Lieutenant Bradley and explore that battlefield [Benteen had uttered total disbelief that Custer had been fought to a finish]. I volunteered to go with Captain Benteen, and asked for a horse, which he gave me, and we started for the place. Captain Benteen, Lieutenant Bradley, Captain Nowlan and myself went to the place. We struck a ford on the north side of the village, on the right bank of the river [this may not have been Medicine Tail ford, which was located more toward the middle of the village]. It appeared to be a natural ford, though there were no signs of the cavalry having forded there at all. We saw tracks of cavalry horses going over the bluff diagonally at that point. The lines on the map describe it about right.

Probably 500 yards from the ford we found a dead body. That was the first dead body we found, lying in the bottom of a little coulee [this would also indicate that the ford mentioned was not Medicine Tail]. He was so much disfigured that I did not know who he was, only the marks on his pants showed he was a trumpeter. I followed Lieutenant Bradley, and soon we found more dead bodies. They were scattered all over, in all positions - wherever there was a chance to make a stand in the coulee. You could see that they had attempted to fortify themselves, but the formation of the country was such that they could not protect their rear.

At last we got to the top of the knoll where General Custer and several others were, and the horses, I should say from my observation at the time, had been killed to form barricades for defense. There were higher points all around where they could not defend themselves in both front and rear, and they appeared to have been overcome by overwhelming numbers.

Q) Did you see any cartridge shells?

A) I saw a few. I am informed that the Indians pick them up [the Indians, in fact, were very meticulous about gathering up reloadable shells. They could always obtain powder, lead and primers, but not always cartridges. The military even had orders to not leave expended shells for the Indians].

Q) Don’t you know they do it?

A) Yes, sir, I know it. There were but few shells found. On the knoll where General Custer lay, there were a few shells found of our caliber [there have been hundreds of shells found over the years].

Q) State from the sounds of firing which you heard in the timber after Major Reno’s command had left, which came from the direction of General Custer’s battlefield, how long it was from that time till General Custer’s command must have been annihilated.

A) I don’t think it lasted over an hour and a half, the heavy firing.

Q) Can you state whether the same Indians who engaged Major Reno down in the timber where the command was deployed were the same Indians who afterwards went after General Custer?

A) I can’t tell. I saw Indians going down the river, whether they got there in time to assist the others or not, I can’t say [it would have taken these Indians about 30 or 40 minutes to run their ponies down to the Custer fight, depending upon the routes taken. If the heavy firing lasted 90 minutes, they had plenty of time to contribute to Custer’s destruction. Many of them did so].

Q) Did they go before that heavy firing commenced?

A) No. As soon as the heavy firing commenced, they started.

Q) What became of that heavy body of Indians after Major Reno left the timber?

A) There were plenty all around there.

Q) Did they remain there?

A) Some remained there, and some went on the bluffs through the ravines and were in a situation to fire on Major Reno. I could see them; but from the position Major Reno was in, he probably could not see them. They had picketed their horses below. The great bulk of the Indians went down the river as soon as they heard the heavy firing, and returned soon after the firing began to die away; but returned in much greater force than they went away.

Q) Did you see enough of Major Reno there in the timber to form an opinion as to his conduct?

A) As I said before, I saw him about ten minutes on the skirmish line and during that time I admired his conduct [note that DeRudio does not answer the question put to him, and limits his admiration to Reno’s conduct on the skirmish line, perhaps very deliberately].

Q) State, if you know, whether that large force of Indians did not pursue Major Reno’s command to the top of the hill.

A) The time Major Reno’s command went out of that timber, the Indians were following him; but when they got near the river, some of the Indians yelled, and all stopped running, and some of the Indians pointed up the stream. When I saw and heard that, I expected Captain Benteen was coming [why would he expect Benteen rather than Custer, if he had no prior knowledge of such an arrangement?], and I looked up and saw Captain Benteen’s column coming towards the same ford where we crossed; but when the troops got to a certain place, I saw the rear of the column turn around and disappear over a bluff on the right bank. The Indians watched that column probably ten minutes, and as soon as that column disappeared, the heavy firing commenced on the other side and they left [this provides a very clear and precise timing for the heavy firing in conjunction with Benteen’s arrival on the hill].

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) What number of Indians do you suppose were in the neighborhood of Major Reno’s command when it left the timber and went to the hill?

A) In the direction I was, I would say there were probably 200. I could not say how many there were on the left.

Q) How long had you been away from the skirmish line before the column left the timber?

A) I was all the time with the skirmish line. It withdrew into the woods the same time I did.

Q) Where was the line halted and dismounted?

A) Just on the east side of the curve, almost at right angles with the woods.

Q) How close to the point “C”?

A) The right of the skirmish line was near the woods, and extended out into the plain.

Q) How long before any advance was ordered of the line?

A) It was ordered soon after it was dismounted. It advanced about 75 or 100 yards, and from there withdrew into the woods.

Q) What point on the map represents the advance of the skirmish line?

A) The advance of the skirmish line is very nearly represented by the dotted line on the map. It was more at right angles to the timber.

Q) To what Company were you attached?

A) To A Company, as one of the company officers.

Q) How did you come to leave that company and go into the woods?

A) I did not leave the company. The company was at the right of the line, right at the timber.

Q) You went into the timber?

A) Some of my men went into the timber, and I went with them.

Q) By whose orders did you go into the timber?

A) No one’s. Lieutenant Wallace said some Indians were coming there, and I went in.

Q) You separated yourself from your command?

A) No, sir. The command came into the woods with me. Some of the men were in there when I went in.

Q) Did you follow them, or lead them in?

A) I followed them.

Q) By whose order did the men start to go into the woods?

A) I don’t know of any order.

Q) Did Major Reno give an order to leave the line and go into the woods?

A) I don’t know of any order [so here is a scenario in which some troopers of A go into the woods, and DeRudio follows them, ostensibly to investigate Wallace’s assertion that “some Indians were coming there.” Then “the command came into the woods with me,” which probably does not mean the entire command, although it is beyond question that these initial movements, which effectively took the right of the skirmish line off the plain, precipitated the move into the timber by the whole skirmish line. The most common version of events has G Company being deliberately withdrawn into the woods to counter a threat from Indians filtering in and endangering the horses. DeRudio’s version would make the whole movement a matter of happenstance].

Q) Did you not have time to get out of the woods if you had not lingered to pick up the guidon?

A) I suppose I had.

Q) The trumpeter brought you your horse?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Then you could have got out with the command?

A) Yes, sir. If I had gone with the men as soon as my horse was brought me, I could have got out as soon as the men did.

Q) Was there any necessity that there should be bugle calls sounded with a command of that size, and going that distance to the timber?

A) I think so. It could be better heard than a verbal command where there was so much firing.

Q) Going from the point “A” to where the line was deployed, was it necessary there should be any bugling?

A) Usually the bugle is used, but a verbal command is as good if it can be heard. Major Reno gave the commands in a strong voice. He has the reputation of being a first-rate drillmaster, and has a good voice to command.

Q) Can you indicate the spot where the firing commenced which you think came from General Custer’s battlefield?

A) No, sir. I only heard the sound of firing.

Q) Did it seem to grow very much more distant?

A) Yes, sir. The first volley was very plain, then it got farther on, and then it died out.

Q) Did it seem to go very much farther away?

A) No, not much. I could hear the volleys and tell they were going away.

Q) Was there such a decrease in the volume of sound as to indicate a very great change of position?

A) The firing was steady for a long time, and in volleys - and after that it was scattering, and lasted but a short time.

Q) Was there anything to indicate that during the time that firing lasted, that the men engaged in it at that point had traveled any considerable distance?

A) I could not tell about the distance they could have gone over during that time.

Q) You speak of the point “B” as a fording place?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did you see any evidences of a struggle at the ford “B”?

A) No, sir, none at all. At the right side of the river there were marks of two horse’s feet, then they swung around, you could see the swinging of their shoes. We followed their trail up, and the first thing we struck was the dead body of a soldier.

Q) With reference to the bodies you found in a gully some distance from the river, did not they represent the appearance of men trying to escape, or to get under cover for protection?

A) I could not tell.

Q) What is your judgment?

A) I think they were in a position to make a stand [a stand could not have been made in Deep Ravine].

Q) As far as you saw Major Reno, from the time he crossed the river till he left the timber, and so far as you may have seen him at any time after that during the engagement, state if you saw any evidences of cowardice on his part?

A) No, sir, none at all.

Q) State if you believe that, from the length of time the Indians were there, and the amount of fighting they were compelled to do, and the dead and wounded they had to care for, they had any time to pick up the cartridge shells - or any disposition to do so.

A) Yes, sir. They had time to mutilate the bodies and take their dress away.

Q) Had they any disposition to do it?

A) I think their disposition would be to gather the shells. They would desire to preserve the shells to fit the carbine.

Q) They did not pick them all up?

A) No, sir, they left some.

Q) If they had time to pick them up at all, had they not time to make a clean job of it?

A) I think so; but a few shells can be very easily overlooked [this entire line of questioning may appear innocuous, but Gilbert was trying to show that Custer’s men had not expended many cartridges hence their fight could not have lasted long - the idea being to show that Reno could not have made any difference to Custer’s fate. DeRudio’s testimony about the length of the firing blasted a pretty large hole in this attempt, as did his mention of the Indians’ tendency to pick up expended shells].

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) Do you think the Indians, in gathering up the shells, would hunt the ground over for one or two missing shells?

A) No, of course not.

Q) You were asked about a charge from the point “A” to the point “C.” Was there any charge made going there?

A) No, sir. As soon as we cleared the ford and got out of the woods, the command was brought into line-of-battle, and as soon as the line formed, Major Reno gave the command to gallop.

Q) Was there any charge made, going down there?

A) No, sir. There was no order to charge.

Q) When you got opposite that timber, the command halted?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) You did not charge?

A) No, sir.

Q) What effect did the sight of Captain Benteen’s column coming seem to have on the Indians?

A) It had the effect of stopping them from going any farther, and to watch and see if that column was coming across the river. At first it looked as if they were going to come across the river, but the column swung around and went off. I don’t know exactly what caused it.

Q) What was the effect it had upon the Indians?

A) They stopped pursuing Major Reno, and as soon as that column disappeared, the fire on the other side commenced, and the Indians left and went there.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) Is it not the purpose of bugle calls to give information of what is going to be done?

A) Yes, sir. The command is given to the trumpeter by the commanding officer, and the trumpet sounds it.

Q) Then when the troops are doing what the commanding officer wants done, there is no need to have the bugle sounded?

A) That is a queer question to put. The bugle is tactically for that purpose - to sound a command because cavalry generally occupy a large space of ground, and very few of the men have sufficiently strong voices to make themselves heard along the whole line.

Q) Do you know whether orders were given by the commanding officer of the 7th Cavalry that bugle calls should not be sounded?

A) Yes, sir. That was on the 22nd of June, and was for the purpose of not calling the attention of the Indians to us.

Q) Was it not to prevent any unnecessary noise at any time?

A) No, sir. It was to prevent the Indians discovering us; but when we were in the fight, there was no necessity for further precautions.

[Mister Gilbert had tried to get DeRudio to retract his statement that bugle calls should have been used in the timber, but succeeded only in reinforcing that testimony, much as he had failed to undo DeRudio’s testimony regarding cartridge shells. He had however, at least got DeRudio to state under oath that he had seen no evidence of cowardice on Reno’s part and the Recorder had already got DeRudio to state that he had admired Reno’s conduct, at least on the skirmish line - so Gilbert had one small victory, for the time being].

DeRudio was recalled by the Recorder the next day to present what was likely his most important and yet his most dubious testimony.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) State whether you saw the column of General Custer, or any portion of it, at any time after Major Reno parted from him at the abandoned tepee. If so, where, and what effect did what you saw have on you?

A) I did not see any part of the column of General Custer. The only observation I made was while I was in the woods. General Custer, Lieutenant Cooke and another man I could not recognize came to the highest point of the bluff, and waved their hats and made motions like they were cheering, and pretty soon disappeared. I judge by that that probably his column was behind the bluff.

Q) Where was that?

A) It was on the highest point on the right bank of the creek, just below where Dr. DeWolf was killed.

Q) Did you see the place generally known as the point where Captain Weir went to?

A) Yes, sir, I saw it.

Q) Was General Custer on that point?

A) No, on one nearer the river, and the highest point on that side. Where I saw General Custer, the river comes right under the bluff. The bluff comes in very narrow there, hardly wide enough for a horse to stand on. In my opinion, this map is not correct as to this line of bluffs [many other witnesses remarked on the map’s inaccuracy in different areas].

Q) How far was it from where you were to where you saw General Custer?

A) I judge he was 1000 yards from where I was (The witness then designated on the map by the figure “7,” about the point where he saw General Custer on that occasion).

Q) About how far do you think it was from the point on the bluff occupied by Major Reno?

A) I think it could not have been more than 5 or 600 yards. It was a higher point, but lower down on the river.

Q) Was it the highest point down the stream?

A) Yes, sir, and upstream too. It was the highest point around there. I went on top of it afterwards, on the 27th, with Captain Benteen.

Q) When was it you saw those men?

A) Four or five minutes before Major Reno retreated. I was looking closely to the right and the left, expecting to see one or the other of the battalions coming to join us [it is interesting that DeRudio looked both ways for support and not just to the rear].

Q) What effect had that on you?

A) I supposed General Custer’s command was coming down some of those coulees, and was watching for it, but did not see it, and as pretty soon after that the fire began on the other side of the village, I argued [in his own mind] that General Custer went to the rear of the village to attack it that way.

Q) Do you think General Custer, from the position he occupied at the time you saw him, could take in the whole situation of the Indian village?

A) Yes, sir. I think he could take in a pretty good view of our position, in all events.

Q) Do you think he could see the village?

A) He could see a part of it. He could see the village as far as the conformation of the ground would permit him [the timing of this sighting and what Custer could see of Reno’s command’s position are much more important than what he could see of the village].

Q) You having seen him there, and having heard the firing soon after, which you believed pertained to his command, where in your opinion was the first attack made by General Custer on the Indians?

A) I believe it was at the point marked “B.” I believe he was met there by the Indians, and started for a position over the hill, and the Indians followed him up.

Q) State whether you believed General Custer moved down with the intention of attacking the village, and with the expectation that Major Reno was still holding the Indians in check in front of the village.

A) When I first saw him cheering us, I expected him to come and join us, but not seeing him come, I expected he was looking for a place to ford the river down those bluffs, and pretty soon Major Reno retreated, and soon after that, I heard the firing. I expected that General Custer had attacked the village on the other side.

Q) State in your opinion, as an officer, whether an attack by General Custer, as you have described, was an effective support of Major Reno in his attack on that place.

A) If the command to Major Reno was to hold that place, it would probably be an effectual assistance.

Q) State if that timber could have been held with the number of men he had, and how long?

A) He could have held it as long as he had ammunition.

Q) If the ammunition had been handled coolly and carefully, and had not been fired away rashly and at random, how long would that much ammunition have lasted?

A) Probably 3 or 4 hours, depending on circumstances.

Q) State why you went back to get the guidon.

A) Because I did not think that was the place to leave it, and I did not think there was any danger in going to get it, and I did not know then that our rear was cut off so suddenly as that.

Q) Did you then, and do you now, think you did your duty in going back to get that guidon?

A) Yes, sir. I think it is the duty of every soldier to preserve his colors even at the risk of his life.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) How far from the point “B” do you fix the place where you saw General Custer?

A) I judge it was 3 miles, or probably 3 1/2 [the distance depends upon how one is measuring it. As the crow flies, it is about two miles; in following Custer’s supposed trail, it is very close to DeRudio’s estimate. What is important is the time element, which, of course, depends on distance and speed].

Q) How far is it from the point “B” to the point “E”?

A) I should say probably a mile or a little more [see map M.7. It is about 1 1/2 miles in a straight line from “B” to “E”].

Q) It is 3 times as far from Major Reno’s position to “B” as it is from “B” to “E”?

A) Yes, sir, I think so. At least it is twice as far [on the map it isn’t, but in actuality it is].

Q) What is the distance between where you saw General Custer and this point “B”?

A) I judge between 3 and 3 1/2 miles. This map don’t give the correct distance. I think I went over the ground on the morning of the 27th with Captain Benteen, and followed the trail of General Custer down that coulee to the ford, and from that ford up over the bluff [now it becomes evident that he is speaking of trail distance].

Q) Then how far do you say it is from the point “B” to the point:E?”

A) I judge not more than a mile and a half, at the furthest. When we went through that country, we did not go in a direct line, we went looking for dead bodies.

Q) Where were you when you saw General Custer?

A) I was standing on the right hand side of the [dry] creek in the timber.

Q) Where was Major Reno at that time?

A) I did not see him at that time.

Q) Did you tell him that you had seen General Custer at that point?

A) Not at that time.

Q) How long was it after you reached the timber before you saw General Custer?

A) Probably 5 or 6 minutes after I reached the place I was in.

Q) How long after the command reached the timber did you reach that place?

A) Probably a minute or a minute and a half.

Q) Then 6 or 7 minutes after you reached the timber, you saw General Custer?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) How long did the command remain there till it retired to the hill?

A) Probably 10 or 12 minutes after the whole command went into the timber.

Q) How long was Major Reno on the skirmish line?

A) The skirmish line was 10 or 12 minutes outside before they were withdrawn into the timber.

Gilbert keeps harping on the minutes, trying to trip up DeRudio and finally succeeding when DeRudio obviously misunderstands a question. But Gilbert makes the mistake of trying to emphasize the discrepancy.

Q) How long was the line on the plain before you saw General Custer?

A) It was 5 or 6 minutes [DeRudio gets jumbled here. He is speaking about the timber and Gilbert is speaking about the plain].

Q) How long did you remain in that position after you saw General Custer?

A) Five or six minutes after I saw General Custer, the line withdrew.

Q) 10 or 11 minutes before it retired from the timber, you saw General Custer on the opposite side of the river?

A) No, sir. I saw General Custer 5 or 6 minutes before Major Reno retired from the timber.

Q) How long did you allow him to go from the timber to the top of the hill?

A) I could not tell you, because when I came out on the south side of the river, the command had gone some distance. Some of the men had crossed the river, and some I could see going up the hill. I don’t think it took him 5 minutes to go across not over six anyway [here DeRudio is probably speaking of Major Reno personally. It did not take very long for what was left of the command to get over the Little Horn, but 5 or 6 minutes is probably too little allowance].

Q) Then in 11 minutes after you saw General Custer, where would he be?

A) Not very far, unless he galloped.

Q) How far do you suppose he would be in 11 minutes after you saw him?

A) Probably a mile and a half, or two miles, and probably more if he galloped fast [his horse was a fast walker and strong-gaited otherwise. At a stiff trot/gallop, his command could have covered a mile and a half easily in 11 minutes. Remember that most of the distance covered was downhill and that the command was not standing at the high point with Custer, but still in motion toward Medicine Tail Coulee].

Q) If he had traveled a mile and a half from the time you saw him and the time Major Reno got to the top of the hill, would he not have been within sight of Major Reno’s command where it got on top of the hill?

A) No, sir. He would have been on the other divide, down in a coulee.

Q) Do you state it as a fact that, according to the trail General Custer took, that he could not be seen at a distance of a mile and a half from the position Major Reno took on top of the hill?

A) Yes, sir. He probably could not be seen 500 yards down there [he is almost correct about the mile and a half, but not the 500 yards].

Q) In 20 minutes after you saw him, would he have time to have reached the point “B”?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Would he not have had time, not only to reach there, but to have gone some distance beyond there?

A) I can’t answer your question unless I know the gait he was going at.

Q) You stated yesterday you heard the firing in 20 minutes after Major Reno’s command reached the hill?

A) I heard it commence about 10 minutes after Major Reno’s command reached the hill.

Q) Did you not say 20 minutes yesterday?

A) I don’t think I did [DeRudio had stated the time in different ways, but never gave the impression that it began more than a few minutes after Reno reached the hill].

Q) What do you say now?

A) I say it was not more than 10 minutes, because the Indians stopped firing on Major Reno’s command when they saw Captain Benteen’s column, and soon after his column disappeared, the firing commenced on the other side.

Q) Did you not say that the firing commenced about 20 minutes after Major Reno’s command left the timber, and did not that same amount of time figure in the calculations of the questions I have put to you?

A) It was probably 20 minutes after Major Reno left the timber. I can’t tell the actual minutes. I judge from memory, that is all.

Q) If the firing had taken place in 20 minutes after Major Reno’s command left the timber, where would the firing indicate General Custer to have been?

A) At the time, I thought he was on the other side of the village. Afterwards I saw that he was on the other side of the ford, because the first man was found 5 or 600 yards from the ford [if the firing had started 20 minutes after Reno left the timber, that would put it 25 or 26 minutes after DeRudio saw Custer. In 25 or 26 minutes, Custer could very handily have covered 4 or 5 miles – see narrative].

Q) Now, if General Custer had a view of Major Reno’s command, did he not also have a view which indicated to him the extent of the village?

A) Part of the village he could see from that place, and part he could not.

Q) Could he not see a large portion of the village?

A) Yes, sir. He could see the largest part of the village [in reality, Custer could not have seen most of the village].

Q) Could he not see enough to know it was a very large camp of Indians?

A) He knew that before. He had been told that it was a very large village.

Q) How long did he remain at that very high point where you saw General Custer?

A) Not more than a minute.

Q) Who was with him?

A) There were 3 together. One was Lieutenant Cooke, the other one I did not recognize. I don’t know whether it was another officer or an orderly. I recognized General Custer and Lieutenant Cooke by their dress. They had on blue shirts and buckskin pants.

Q) You were 1000 yards away?

A) Yes, sir,

Q) Did you have any glasses?

A) No, sir. General Custer had my glass.

Q) Do you mean to say that you could distinguish General Custer at that distance?

A) I could not, only knowing he was about there, and by recognizing his peculiar dress. He and Lieutenant Cooke were the only ones who had blue shirts and no jackets and buckskin pants, and, besides, Lieutenant Cooke had an immense beard which could be recognized at that distance.

Q) Do you mean to say that at the distance of 1000 yards you could distinctly distinguish General Custer and Lieutenant Cooke without a glass?

A) I did recognize them simply by their dress.

Q) Then General Custer saw Major Reno standing there with his skirmish line in front of the timber?

A) Yes, sir. He had a bird’s eye view of the whole thing [according to his previous testimony, DeRudio saw Custer after Reno had withdrawn into the timber. Gilbert was simply trying to sneak in his own version of affairs and DeRudio did not catch on].

Q) He saw the size of the village?

A) He saw part of it.

Q) He must have left that hilltop with that knowledge in his mind?

A) I don’t know about his knowledge. I was not there to think for him.

Q) Do you think he had any opportunity to change his knowledge of what Major Reno was doing before he reached the point “B”?

A) I don’t think he did. The formation of the country was down a deep coulee, and he could not see anything but what was in view there [on the heights] before he got to the point “B.”

Q) Did you not state that part of the men in the timber were beyond your control?

A) They were soon after they saw the skirmish line going out.

Q) Is it within the power of any officer, no matter how good, to control the discretion of cavalrymen firing at different ranges at Indians?

A) It is very hard under such circumstances to do so.

Q) You testified that they expended between 30 and 40 rounds of ammunition?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) 40 rounds was almost half the ammunition that the men had when they went into the timber?

A) Yes, sir; but I said most of the ammunition was expended in open skirmish line.

Q) How long, in your judgment, would 100 rounds of ammunition last if, during the time the men were on the skirmish line, and the time they were in the timber, 40 rounds had been expended, bearing in mind that you went with the soldiers to fire, not from the line, but from the timber at the Indians?

A) The men in the timber were firing slow, and only when they saw a good chance to hit some Indians. I don’t think the men that were there fired over three or four shots apiece while I was there. They were perfectly covered, and there was no danger of being shot, and they took time to fire.

Q) How long do you think 100 rounds of ammunition would have lasted in the timber?

A) Probably 2 hours at all events [worst case].

Q) 100 rounds would last that long?

A) The balance that was left would, if it had been properly shot.

Q) Do you mean to say that it is within the control of company officers to prevent the men from improperly and rashly using their cartridges when the command is separated, and attacked by Indians at different ranges? I ask you this as a military officer.

A) Every officer has a certain number of men under his control, and could certainly use his influence and prestige over the men to make them be careful of their ammunition.

Q) Do you really think it possible for them to prevent the men, some of them new recruits, from firing indiscriminately?

A) It was hard to do, but not impossible.

Q) Did you ever know it to be done?

A) I kept the fire of the men that were with me [under control].

Q) Did you leave with the permission or direction of your commanding officer [Reno was already gone, so the question is spurious]?

A) The men left the line, and I was the last man out.

Q) You followed them out?

A) No, sir. They went out, and I went back to get the guidon.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) Did you ever go to the point where you saw General Custer?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Could you see the ground that had been occupied by the tepees?

A) No, sir - not all of it.

Q) Could you, from that point, see everything that was going on in the timber?

A) Yes, sir. I had a regular bird’s eye view of it.

Q) Were you not on low ground in the bottom, and did you not see those men against the sky?

A) Yes, sir. They were on top of the bluff, and that was why I could recognize them.

Q) How many rounds of ammunition could the men fire from their guns without heating them? That is, with that rapid firing.

A) Not a great many. I noticed that the men had to take their knives to extract cartridges after firing 8 or 10 rounds.

Q) State in fighting there with the Indians how many good shots per minute a man could get at the enemy.

A) When the Indians were moving, he would get but a very few shots, that is, with any degree of accuracy.

All of this emphasis on the rate of cartridge use is very surprising since historically, the hardest thing to do with American soldiers was to get them to fire their weapons, not regulate their firing rate. That is one of the reasons that the army adopted auto loading and automatic weapons in modern times. The whole question here was really, whether or not the troops had used up their ammunition or did not have sufficient to hold out in the timber for any appreciable length of time. The answers to those questions were without any doubt: “No, they had not used up their ammo and they had sufficient reserves to hold out in the timber for several hours.”

It is also surprising that Lee, the Recorder, should ask about the number of rounds which might be fired in a minute. The Springfield carbine, even without any functional problems, is hardly a rapid-fire long arm. A good marksman, with good targets and good cover, might decide to fire more than once per minute - and could certainly get off four or five aimed shots per minute - but would be more likely, given the battle context, to fire much more slowly, perhaps once every three or four minutes. DeRudio’s observations are quite plausible, based on the weapon being used.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) Why did you not attempt to rally the men and keep them from going back out of the woods?

A) I did attempt to, but could not do it.

Q) Why did you allow those men to go?

A) They would not obey me, and the whole line was going out. If the whole line was not going out, I would probably have used force to stop the men. As it was, I did not feel justified in forcing the men to remain.

Q) You could not control those men?

A) No, sir - not at that time.

Q) You thought it was your duty to stay behind?

A) I think it is the duty of an officer on a retreat to be the last one out, and on a charge to be the first one.

Q) Do you think it was more important to get the guidon than to control the men?

A) No, sir. I thought it was my duty to get the guidon after it was abandoned.

Q) And allow the men to get out in disorder instead of restraining them?

A) I have answered that and will not answer it any more.

Questions by the Court:

Q) What was the nearest point, from all indications you saw, that General Custer’s command approached the river?

A) The nearest point it approached the river was at the point “B.”

Q) Did you notice that place whether there was any attempt to cross?

A) No. sir. I did not notice.

Q) There were other fords, were there?

A) Yes, sir. There were several fords lower down the river. The regiment forded the river, the day we left, below there.

Q) You think that was the point he approached the river first?

A) Yes, sir. I noticed that two American horses had gone close to the water. The ground was clayey there, and you could notice where two horses had gone down and turned to the right, and we followed their trail diagonally away from that ford.

Q) Where was the nearest sign of fighting?

A) The first man was found within 5 or 600 yards of that ford [there were bodies closer, but in a different direction].

Q) Do you know the name of the man you told to get the guidon?

A) I don’t know. I was almost a stranger to the company, having been attached to it but 3 days before.

DeRudio was recalled by Gilbert the next day, although it is rather difficult to understand why. One might have thought that Gilbert would have cut his losses and left DeRudio alone, but he had to ask him one more question, for reasons which are still not clear.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) What conversation, if any, did you have with Mr. Girard in the timber in regard to his being a non-combatant?

A) I did not converse with him. He said it served him right being in that position; that he had no business in the fight as he was not employed to fight; that he was not a combatant, but only an interpreter; and that if he had kept to the pack train, he would not have been found in any such position.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) State, from your experience as an officer, what is the correct position of a man employed as interpreter in regard to such matters - whether he is expected to go into the line and fight as a soldier being employed as an interpreter.

A) I don’t know anything about that. It is a question of contract between him and the commanding officer. He is expected to carry out whatever he is employed to do.

Q) Is it a part of the duty of any interpreter, as such, to fight?

A) Not that I know of.

Gilbert was unable to undo any of the harm DeRudio had done to Reno through his testimony, but as noted earlier, he at least had it on record that DeRudio did not consider Reno a coward. Then on 7 February, the Recorder recalled Captain Ed Mathey, who had been a first lieutenant at the time of the fights, in charge of the packs.

TESTIMONY OF CAPTAIN EDWARD G. MATHEY 7 FEBRUARY 1879

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) Please state what opinions have been expressed to you by any officer or officers who were with the command of Major Reno on the 25th and 26th of June 1876, in regard to the conduct of that officer as commander of troops while engaged in the timber on the left bank of the river. Give as nearly as you can the exact words, and when and where spoken.

A) Since the time of the Battle of the Little Big Horn, I have heard officers talk about the battle; some seemed to think it would have been better to have remained down below, and officers have expressed their opinions in different ways. I don’t remember exactly what all of them said or who were present. Sometimes there were two or three. I don’t remember the time, but on one occasion, I heard an officer express an opinion that made such an impression on my mind that I have remembered it ever since, and I remember who the officer is that said it. He said, “If we had not been commanded by a coward, we would have been killed.” Those are his words as near as I remember. I don’t know that I have to state who the person was; he was an officer of the army. I have heard officers in talking about the matter say they thought Major Reno had lost his head, or words to that effect. I can’t remember who the officers were who said that. I only remember this particular one.

Q) When and where was that?

A) That was last summer, while in camp near Bear Butte, that this particular thing was said.

Q) Was he an officer who participated in the battle?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State his name.

A) Lieutenant DeRudio.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) When did he express that opinion?

A) Sometime last summer, the summer of 1878.

Q) He was not under oath?

A) No, sir.

Q) Has Lieutenant DeRudio always agreed in his statements about the conduct of Major Reno in the timber?

A) He always stated about the same thing to me.

Q) Have you heard him vary in his statements as to how he got left in the timber?

A) I have always heard him say that he dismounted to get the guidon, and his horse got away from him. I never heard him say any different.

Q) Has there not been a question among officers as to the manner Lieutenant DeRudio behaved himself in that timber?

A) I don’t know that there has been much.

Q) Has there been any question?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Has there not been a question in regard to his bravery?

A) I have not heard much of it. I have heard officers probably say they doubted how he was left there. It was a question in their minds. I don’t remember who the officers were that were talking it over. There were not many [if DeRudio had been a coward, he probably would have been at the head of the flying column with Reno and Moylan, instead of staying in the timber, where the best prospects were for getting burnt out or burnt up and slaughtered at leisure by the hostiles. He may have been a story-teller, but there is nothing to show that he was particularly afraid of anything – certainly nothing in his background indicates cowardice].

Q) Was there not a very considerable difference in belief as to the manner he was left there on the part of officers of the 7th cavalry?

A) I don’t know that I ever heard many express that.

Q) Have you not heard some disbelieve him?

A) I have heard some question it. They had doubts about his story.

Q) Have you not heard Lieutenant DeRudio give several descriptions of his behavior in that battle?

A) I have generally heard him give about the same, when I have heard him as to how he got out of there.

Q) I mean in regard to the manner in which he was left there, and the way he recovered the guidon.

A) I have always heard him tell it about the same.

DeRudio’s testimony is very important for many reasons, aside from the fact that he really tarnished Reno without seeming to take particular aim at him. His evidence about the firing he heard, which is corroborated from other sources, indicates that Reno and Benteen could have heard it themselves and certainly had the time and the strength to make some difference in what happened to Custer’s command. This is not necessarily to say that they could have won the day or prevented the slaughter - that can never be known because they never tried and I rather doubt that they could have changed the outcome much - but the opportunity to do something was definitely there.

DeRudio’s statements that he recognized Custer and Cooke are subject to dispute. I find it difficult to believe that he could have distinguished the dress of the men at the actual range, which is about double for his description of the point at which he says he saw them. This would have been especially difficult if he were looking at them silhouetted against the skyline. Try it one day - 2, 000 yards is a long way. It is not that important however, although this may sound strange, because it is most likely that he did see somebody, and if he did, it does not really matter if it was Custer or not. Whoever he saw would surely have reported to Custer what they observed. The timing is also suspect, and probably much more important. Most evidence as to the sighting of Custer or his command on the high ground puts the sightings earlier than does DeRudio.

[CN] 3.19
 [CT] WINFIELD S. EDGERLY: ACCOUNT GIVEN AT FORT YATES, DAKOTA, JULY 30, 1881, AS PUBLISHED IN THE LEAVENWORTH WEEKLY TIMES, AUGUST 18, 1881

Second Lieutenant Winfield Scott Edgerly served under Captain Thomas B. Weir at the Little Horn, as second in command of Company D. In later years, Edgerly wrote a long narrative of the fights on the Little Horn and even spoke on the subject in a series of public lectures in 1898. His first public account however, was given in 1881 to a reporter from the Leavenworth Weekly Times at Fort Yates. This same reporter took and published the stories of several hostile Indians who had participated in the battle. These Indians had recently returned from Canada and surrendered to U.S. authority. Their accounts appear elsewhere in this appendix.

Edgerly was present during the interviews with many of the Indians, and according to the reporter, said: “I have heard the statements made by the chiefs and taken by you, and I believe they told what they believed to be the truth.”

Edgerly’s statement itself is very informative on several points, particularly the manner in which the “Weir Advance” occurred. Edgerly’s correspondence with various individuals is reproduced in the “Campaign Correspondence” Appendix 2, and is itself most instructive. It must be remembered however, that this account was made five years after the event, and more importantly, more than two years after the Reno Inquiry. There is the distinct possibility that Edgerly’s memories have been colored by time and circumstance.

At about 10 o’clock in the morning of the 25th of June, 1876, we were, say, fifteen miles from the hostile camp. Our force was then all together. We halted while Custer went on a hill with the Crow and Ree scouts to take a look at the Indian camp, which was in sight. When General Custer came down from the hill officers’ call was sounded. The officers all went to where he was, and he told us that our presence was discovered; that his scouts had chased a small number of Indians that they had seen, and that they had gotten away and gone in the direction of the Indian camp, and there was no use in trying to surprise them, as his intention had been, the next morning, we would press on as quickly as we could and attack them in the village if possible. The idea was that the Indians would not stand against a whole regiment of cavalry, and that as soon as they learned of our advance they would try to get away from us. He then ordered troop commanders to mount their troops and report when they were in readiness to move on. In about a minute every troop commander had reported. General Custer and his Adjutant, Colonel Cook, then organized the regiment into four battalions of three troops each, giving to each of the four senior officers the command of a battalion. These officers were Reno, Benteen, Keogh and Yates. He ordered Major Reno to move straight down the valley to the Indian village and attack, and he would be supported. He ordered Colonel Benteen to move off toward the left, at an angle of about forty-five degrees from Reno’s course and attack any Indians he could find. The idea was that the Indians would run either to the right or left. He detailed Captain McDougall, with his troop, as rear guard, to take charge of the pack train. The orders he gave to Colonel Keogh and Captain Yates I don’t know, but he went off with them five companies and about 250 to 300 men in a direction parallel to Reno’s. The last that I saw of General Custer alive he was going off in the direction mentioned. Colonel Benteen moved off as ordered, and almost immediately struck a series of high hills. He sent an officer - Lieutenant Gibson - to the tops of several of these hills, to see if any Indians were visible in the direction of his route. Lieutenant Gibson reported several times that there were no signs of Indians, and then Colonel Benteen swung around to the right, and about five or six miles from the starting point we came upon Reno’s trail and followed it rapidly. After following it several miles, an orderly trumpeter from General Custer came in and handed Colonel Benteen a note to this effect:

“We have struck a big village. Hurry up. Bring up the packs, Signed, W.W. Cook, Adjutant.”

We then passed on, and when within about three miles of the Indian village we could see that there was fighting going on in the valley, and very shortly we saw a body of men - upwards of a hundred - make a break for the bluffs on the east side of the Little Big Horn river, on the west side of which the Indian village was situated, cross the stream and disappear in the bluffs. We were then on the right bank, to the east of the stream, and some distance from it. As the orderly who brought the message from Custer had told us that the Indian village was surprised, and that, when he came away, Reno was driving everything before him and killing them right and left, I supposed that the men we saw running were Indians driven by our men. We hurried forward in the direction of the ford where Reno had crossed, with intent to hurry to his support; but as we approached the ford a Crow scout, Half Yellow Face, came out on our right and beckoned us to come up on the hill. We immediately turned to the right and went up the hill. When we reached the summit we found Colonel Reno and his battalion there, with several wounded men crying anxiously for water, and then learned to our surprise that they had been driven from their ground. There were a few Indians around, behind rocks and the points of the hills, who were shooting into us at that time. A skirmish line was formed and these Indians driven away in a few minutes. Then I heard heavy firing over in the direction in which we afterwards found the remains of Custer’s portion of the command, and could see clouds of dust, and horsemen rushing back and forth on the opposite side of the river and about four miles away. While this firing was going on, Colonel Weir, my captain, came to me and asked me what I thought we ought to do. I told him I thought we ought by all means to go down to Custer’s assistance. He thought so too, and I heard the first sergeant express himself to that effect. He then asked me if I would be willing to go down with only D troop, if he could get permission to go. I told him I would. He then walked towards Colonel Reno and Benteen, and very shortly came back, mounted his horse, took an orderly with him and went out in the direction from which we had heard the firing and which had then almost wholly ceased. I supposed that he had received permission to go out with the troop (though he afterwards told me he had not, and had not even asked for it), so I mounted the troop and followed him. After going a few hundred yards I swung off to the right with the troop and went into a little valley which must have been the one followed by Custer and his men, or nearly parallel to it, and moved right towards the great body of the Indians, whom we had already seen from the highest point. After we had gone a short distance down the valley, Col. Weir, who had remained to our left, on the bluff, saw a large number of Indians coming toward us, and motioned with his hand for me to swing around with the troop to where he was, which I did. When I got up on the bluff I saw Col. Benteen, Captain French and Lieutenant Godfrey coming toward us with their troops. We moved along on that bluff for a short distance, when the Indians commenced to fire on us. The troops were all dismounted, formed on the top of the ridge and returned the fire. This firing was kept up about half an hour, when the troops were drawn back to their original position by the order of Gen. Reno. Our troops had one man killed in coming back and one horse only, although two or three Indians ran up on the hill immediately after we left and emptied their Winchesters on us. As soon as we got back to where Reno was we found the other troops disposed around on the crest of this elevation, and Weir’s troop and Godfrey’s fell in side by side so as to prolong their regular line already formed by our troops. Almost as soon as we took this position the Indians came up in our front and opened fire. The firing was heavy, but only a few men were killed, as most of the shots went over our heads. It continued for more than an hour, and until half an hour after dusk. That ended the first day’s fight.

The next morning, before daylight, heavy firing commenced again from the hills, five to seven or eight hundred yards from us, and continued until about 10 o’clock. After that there was very little firing, although the Indians in small numbers could be seen on the ridges around us. During the afternoon the Indians on the other side of the river had taken down their lodges, or tepees, and about 4 o’clock they all started off.

From the time we took our position the afternoon before, we lost but few men. We remained right there, or in a new position adjoining, that night, and the next morning Lieut. Bradley, of Gen. Terry’s column, who had command of the scouts came up and told us that Custer and all his men were killed. Shortly after Gen. Terry came along with his column. He then sent our regiment along to bury the dead.

The first dead soldiers we came to were Lieuts. Calhoun, Crittenden, and enlisted men of L troop. The bodies of these officers were lying a short distance in rear of their men, in the very place where they belonged, and the bodies of their men forming a very regular skirmish line. Crittenden’s body was shot full of arrows.

The next lot we came to consisted of Colonel Keogh and his troop. They had evidently been falling back toward the knoll where we found Colonel Custer’s body - fighting as they retreated. The other men that I saw showed no sign of regular formation; their bodies were scattered over the ground with a general tendency toward the knoll where Custer was.

On the knoll which I spoke of we found the bodies of General Custer, Colonel Cook - his adjutant - Colonel Tom Custer, several enlisted men and several horses, while lower down, just at the base of the knoll were Lieutenant Riley, Captain Yates, and a great many enlisted men and horses. General Custer’s brother, Boston, and his Nephew, Reed, were about a hundred yards from the general’s body.

The only bodies of officers that I saw mutilated were Colonel Tom Custer and Colonel Cook. All the bodies were stripped of their uniforms. The great majority of the men were stark naked, but in a good many cases they left the undershirt, socks and drawers on the bodies. The bodies were on the east side of the river, below the main village, and about four miles from where Reno had taken position.

When I went out with the troop, on the afternoon of the 25th, I could see quite a number of Indians galloping back and forth on the battlefield, where we afterwards found the bodies, and firing at objects on the ground, but we could not see what the objects were.

When I first reached the top of the hill where Reno was, on the 25th, I heard the heavy firing, and it continued about fifteen or twenty minutes. Then the heavy firing was all over. After we buried Custer and his men on the east side of the river, we crossed to the west side and buried the dead of Reno’s command - about forty in number - and then we found two Indian lodges, or tepees, with six bodies of Indians in one and five in the other, beautifully dressed, and fastened to a pole in the center of the tepee. Chief Low Dog has told me since he came here that this is an honorable way of disposing of men who have died fighting bravely, and that their bodied are left to the enemy, to whom they belong. I never knew another such case. My opinion is that they were left because the Indians left in a hurry, being frightened by the approach of Terry’s column. Around the tepees where we found the dead Indians were as many dead ponies as there were dead Indians. The ponies were arranged in a circle around the tepee, with their heads towards the tepee.

From what I saw, I think there were as many as 7,000 warriors. I judged from seeing Terry’s command - about 500 men - the size of which I knew, ride down where I saw the Indians the day before. Terry’s command looked like a handful compared to the Indians.

Custer’s trail showed - and this is what the Indians say - that he passed down the river - which is only about fifteen or twenty yards wide there - on the east side; that is, on the right bank. Reno had crossed and attacked from the west. The river bank was so high and steep that it was impracticable to get down to it from the bluff until he got to a place a little over three miles from where Reno took his position after his retreat across the river. There he found a ford, and the general belief was that he attempted to cross and was attacked and driven back to where he was found dead. Dead bodies were found all the way from the ford to where Custer’s body was found.

Custer’s hair - which he had been accustomed to wear long - was cut short before he started on the march. His body was naked, but not mutilated.

There are a few points in Edgerly’s account to which I must take exception, although they are not all terribly meaningful. First of all, the orderly trumpeter who brought Custer’s “come on” message to Benteen, John Martin, did not say that Reno was driving everything before him - he never saw Reno in action, so could not have so declared and indeed denied that he ever made such a statement. It is quite likely that Edgerly is merely repeating what he had been told was said, or what had by then [1881] become the “standard” story.

Secondly, the Crow scout who beckoned Benteen’s command up onto the bluffs was not Half Yellow Face, who had fought in the valley with Reno’s battalion and was then coming out with the wounded White Swan. It was one of the three Crows who had come back from Custer’s force, most likely White Man Runs Him.

Third, the dead were not buried on the day that Terry came up, but rather on the day after that, the 28th. It should also be said that most of Reno’s dead in the valley were in fact buried by Gibbon’s men on the 27th; since the Terry/Gibbon troops camped in the valley that day.

[CN] 3.20
 [CT] WINFIELD S. EDGERLY: LATER NARRATIVE, DATE UNKNOWN BUT DEFINITELY AFTER 1909

The narrative which is reproduced below was written by Winfield Scott Edgerly sometime after his retirement in 1909 (It’s signed by him as “Brigadier-General U.S.A. ret”) and before his death in 1927. It is in typescript with only a couple of handwritten spelling corrections and most likely is taken entirely from, or based upon, the talks Edgerly gave during the period 1895-1897, when he was on detached service in the eastern United States.

The narrative is not lengthy, but it is valuable as the personal reminiscences of an officer who never was in a position to gain or lose very much on account of his performance during the fights on the Little Horn. Edgerly had no particular axe to grind, so his evidence is more reliable, even if it is somewhat sketchy.

I have done only one piece of editing and that is to omit the Terry letter of instructions to Custer, which is exactly as reproduced elsewhere in this work and needs no repetition here. I have also added but a few explanatory comments.

SOME FACTS IN REGARD TO THE BATTLE OF THE LITTLE BIG HORN, “CUSTER’S LAST FIGHT”, JUNE 25, 1876.

During the winter and spring of 1876 many Indian agents in the northwest reported that their Indians were uneasy, and that some of them were leaving their agencies without permission, and going to the hostile camp.

This camp was made up of Indians who had never been agency Indians, of whom Sitting Bull was the recognized chief, and of many renegades and criminals who had fled to it to escape punishment.

General Sheridan was instructed to take steps to have these Indians brought to the agencies.

To carry out these instructions he organized two expeditions, one under Brig. Gen’l. Terry, and the other under Brig. Gen’l. Crook.

General Terry’s command consisted of the 7th Cavalry commanded by Lt. Col Custer, two companies of the 17th Infty., one company of the 6th Infty., one platoon of Gatling Guns, forty Ree Scouts from Fort Abraham Lincoln, Gen’l. Gibbon’s column of four troops of the 2nd Cavalry, six companies of the 7th Infty. and one hundred and fifty Crow Scouts.

On the tenth of June, Major Reno with six troops of the 7th Cavalry and the Gatling Guns, was ordered to scout up the Powder River; then to cross to Mispah Creek, follow it down to near its junction with the Powder River; then cross over to Pumpkin Creek, follow it down to Tongue river, scout up that river and rejoin the Regiment at the mouth of the Tongue. By that time his twelve days’ supplies would be exhausted; unless in the meantime he should make some discovery that made it necessary to return sooner to make preparations for a pursuit.

On the evening of the twenty-first we learned that Reno had found a large trail that led up the Rosebud river.

When we arrived at the mouth of the Rosebud on June twenty-first, Gen’ls, Terry, Gibbon and Custer had a conference on board the steamer “Far West,” and it was decided that Gen’l. Custer with the 7th Cavalry should follow the trail discovered by Reno.

On the evening of the twenty-first, Gen’l. Custer came to my tent, and in the course of conversation he said, “We are going to have a hard ride, for I intend to catch those Indians even if we have to follow them to their agencies.” He added, “I expect a great deal from you young officers.” I assured him that he would not be disappointed in us.

During the twenty-first Major Brisbin, 2nd Cavalry, told me that Lt. Bradley with Gibbon’s scouts had discovered an Indian village, had counted the tepees, and estimated their strength at from six hundred to eight hundred bucks. This was the village we hoped to strike.

At noon on the twenty-second of June the 7th Cavalry with Ree scouts started up the Rosebud River under the following order:

[The Terry-Custer Letter of Instructions, reproduced in Appendix 1.4]

The march on the 22nd was twelve miles, on the 23rd thirty-three miles, and on the morning of the 25th we were about fifteen miles from the Indian village; total march about one hundred thirteen miles [Edgerly here is referring to the total distance from the Rosebud/Yellowstone to the village on the Little Horn. The actual distance is almost exactly 100 miles. Edgerly probably used Terry’s mileage figures, which were deliberately inflated].

We struck the first Indian camp on the 23rd, and several of them on the 24th. The location of these camps showed that the march led directly toward the Little Big Horn.

We now fe1t sure that the Indians knew we were following them, and were signaling our presence with puffs of smoke. I saw these puffs, and did not know until years after that anybody doubted that they were signals [actually the “signals” were cloud formations].

Gen’l. Terry was a very superior man, a brave and able soldier, and I believe if he had been in Gen’l. Custer’s place on the morning of the 24th, with the same orders, he would have followed the Indians as Custer did, and would not have wandered over the prairie in some other direction with twelve days’ rations, hunting Indians whom he knew were on the trail in front of him.

This then was the situation at about ten-thirty A.M. June 25th.

We had halted, and Gen’l. Custer with some scouts had gone up a hill from which the village could be seen. While he was up there, Capt. Tom Custer reported to him that an Indian had been seen on our trail, opening a box of hard bread, and when discovered had fled toward the village.

During this time many of the officers gathered together to talk and smoke, and as far as I could judge, all seemed cheerful, and eager to advance.

The Gen’l. came back at once, had Officers’ call sounded, and said that as our presence had been discovered it would be necessary to attack at once, He said he had hoped to lie concealed during the 25th, and attack on the morning of the 26th, but now all hopes of a surprise were gone, and the only way to catch the Indians was by marching at once. The Regiment was then divided into squadrons. Major Reno’s squadron composed of troops M. Capt. French; A. Capt. Moylan and Lt. DeRudio; and G. Lts. McIntosh and Wallace. Lt. Hodgson was Reno’s Adjt.; Drs. Porter and DeWolf his medical officers. Lts. Varnum and Hare with the scouts, and Mr. Girard the interpreter also went with Reno.

Capt. Benteen’s squadron consisted of troops H, Capt. Benteen and Lt. Gibson; D. Capt. Weir and Lt. Edgerly; and K. Lt. Godfrey.

Gen’l. Custer’s immediate command consisted of troop I, Capt. Keogh and Lt. Porter; F, Capt. Yates and Lt. Reily; C, Capt. Custer and Lt. Harrington; E, Lts. Smith and Sturgis; L, Lts. Calhoun and Crittenden. Lt. Cook was Adjt., and Capt. Lord, Medical Officer. Lt. Mathey was in charge of the pack train which was escorted by troop B., Capt. MacDougal.

Major Reno was ordered to “march straight to the village, attack any Indians you may meet, and you will be supported.”

Capt. Benteen was ordered to move to the left at an angle of about forty-five degrees from Reno’s direction, attack any Indians he might meet, and he would be supported.

The start was made at once, Gen’l. Custer’s five troops moving to the right of Reno’s trail.

This division was made in the belief that the Indians would run away, and Gen’l. Custer wanted to catch them in whatever direction they might flee. This was a good plan under ordinary conditions, and would undoubtedly have been successful if we had only the Indians in front of us whose trail we had followed, but on the 19th of June some of these Indians had stopped Gen’l. Crook on the Rosebud, and Sitting Bull had been joined by thousands. Probably no Indian in the camp had ever seen as many people together before. They could not count them. As one Indian said in describing the battle, “The Indians were like the leaves of the forest.”

Custer’s and Reno’s squadrons kept near each other until they were about two miles from the village, when Lt. Cook went to Reno, and told him the village was only two miles distant, and that the Indians [were] running away. He then ordered Reno to move forward at as rapid a gait as he thought prudent, and charge the village, and “the whole outfit would support him.”

Reno moved to the river at a trot, and about this time Mr. Girard came to Gen’l. Custer, and said, “here are your Indians running like the devil.”

Meanwhile Benteen had been following the direction indicated to him. He went several miles [see Edgerly’s letter of 4 July 1876 in which he says 2 or 3 miles], and discovered no trail or other signs of Indians, and gradually inclined to the right, until he came to Reno’s trail. Several miles from the river, Sergt. Knipe of C Troop came back with an order from Custer to the commanding officer of the pack train to hurry it up. [This order also applied to Benteen - see Chapter 1]. He was sent back to the train, and as he passed the column, he called out, “We’ve got ‘em boys”. Shortly after this Trumpeter Martin, Troop H, met us with the following order, “Benteen come on, - big village, bring packs, - W.W. Cook, - bring packs.” Benteen asked Martin what was doing in the front, and he said, “The Indians skeddadled, leaving the village.” He also said that “They were asleep in their tepees.” [Edgerly probably took this information from the clippings from the Chicago newspapers reporting on the Reno Inquiry. His files contained said clippings. The scene is straight from Benteen’s description. Martin denied ever saying that the Indians had “skeddadled”]. These things show that the Indians were generally believed to be doing just what was expected of them. Both Knipe and Martin seemed jubilant, and I was afraid we would not get to the front ‘till the fighting was over. It seems that although the Indians knew that morning we were only about fifteen miles away, they did not expect an attack until the next morning, and their herds were some distance from the village [for various reasons, none of the Indians who had seen the troops made it back to the village until shortly before Reno appeared on the valley floor].

When they saw Reno’s column advancing, the greater part of them rushed for their ponies, which accounts for the slight resistance Reno met with during the first part of his advance.

Gen’l. Custer had undoubtedly intended to follow Reno in support, and Capt. Keogh and Lt. Cook crossed the river with Reno. Gen’l. Custer, seeing the slight resistance Reno met, and evidently believing the Indians were running away, and seeing the river was only about knee high to the horses, changed his mind here, and decided to cross the river lower down, and attack on the flank. Unfortunately the next available crossing was about three miles down the river, and before he reached that point, Reno had recrossed the river, and taken up a position on the bluff.

When Reno left the bottom, Benteen’s squadron was in sight, moving to his support.

A short distance from the crossing we were met by the Ree [he was a Crow], Half-Yellow-Face, who told us that the soldiers were on the hill, and we swerved to the right, joining Reno near the top of the bluff. Some of the men were still climbing the bluff from the valley, and there were a few Indians on the hill. D Troop immediately dismounted, formed a skirmish line, and drove the Indians away.

We then stood to horse, and waited for the order to advance, which we felt sure would be given.

At this time we heard firing from Custer’s direction, and Capt. Weir asked me if I would be willing to go to Custer if the rest of the command did not [this is considerably different from the commonly accepted “if I can get permission” but it is consistent with his testimony at the Reno Court]. I told him I would; adding, we certainly should go.

Weir then said he would ask permission of Reno and Benteen [Weir was under Benteen’s command], and moved off in their direction.

Soon, I saw him returning, mounted and heading down the river. He told me later that he hadn’t spoken to Reno or Benteen, but rode out on the bluff hoping to see something of Custer’s command. As I did not know of his change of plan I presumed he had the desired permission, and without orders, mounted the troop and followed him.

In a short time Lt. Hare came to Weir with an order from Reno to open communication with Reno [Hare testified that the opening of communications was to be with Custer. Edgerly probably made a “typo”] if possible, and M and K troops were sent to our support. [The troops all advanced without orders]. I saw no Indians on the bluff during our advance until near the lowest point, where we could see the bodies of Custer’s men and horses with swarms of Indians.

At this point there were a few Indians who commenced firing at us from behind some rocks.

I dismounted the troop, and also from behind rocks, we had an interesting duel, until Capt. French called up to me that Reno had sent orders for us to return to his position.

French then mounted and started back, and I mounted D Troop and followed. As we left our places behind the rocks the Indians occupied them, firing rapidly at us, but doing very little execution, although they had a whole troop in column of twos to shoot at. They hit but one man and one horse [Edgerly omits the scenes of him having trouble getting mounted and of Vincent Charley’s wounding and abandonment].

There were very few Indians on the bluff at this time. On arriving at Reno’s hill we dismounted, and took up defensive positions. From that time, about five P.M. until nine or ten o’clock, the Indians kept up desultory fighting which then almost ceased until two or three A.M. when it opened with renewed vigor, most of the firing coming from bluffs a thousand or more yards away.

Later in the morning the Indians became bolder and attacked Benteen’s line at close quarters. One of them shot a man and rushing up, touched his body with a coup stick. The Indian, however, was killed and his body left where it fell.

Benteen then charged with his troop, driving the Indians from his front. He then walked over to Reno’s line, and saw a group of Indians to the north of Reno’s position.

He told Reno of this adding, “You ought to charge them,” or words to that effect. Reno said, “If you can see them, give the command to charge.” Benteen called out, “All ready now men, now’s the time. Give them hell.”

Troops B, D, G and K charged and commenced firing, the Indians at the same time firing and running away.

After we had advanced a short distance, Reno ordered us to get back in our pits.

As we went back I saw a pit in the D troop line large enough for three men with only one man in it. Pvt. Stivers who was close to me asked “Paddy, whose hole is that?” Without raising his head the man answered, “Damned if I know.” Stivers and I threw ourselves down either side of and touching him, and in less than three seconds “Paddy” was hit in the head and instantly killed [see Appendix 2.10 in which the man is identified as Patrick Golden]. This was the last serious attack made on us.

During all this time the conduct of the command had been excellent.

The soldiers, when ordered from their pits to get ammunition, seemed to take pride in walking slowly while exposed to the fire.

During the day I went over to where Dr. Porter had his dressing station. As I passed I asked, “Dr. what would you give for an insured ticket to the Centennial?” He hesitated a moment and said “Twenty hundred and (some) dollars.” Ten years late! I learned from him that the amount mentioned was all the money he had in the world at that time.

At about four o’clock the firing ceased and we saw the Indians preparing to move away. They started in a body about seven P.M. and I have never seen so many animals together as they had. I believe there were more than ten thousand ponies in their herd.

Our losses were eighteen killed [excluding those killed in the valley] and fifty wounded. We also lost about fifty horses and mules killed.

At about eleven o’clock [A.M.] on the 27th. Lt. Bradley arrived with his scouts, and gave us the first information as to the disaster to Custer’s command, and shortly after that Gen’l. Terry and his staff came with some officers of the 2nd Cavalry. It is needless to say that the meeting was a sad one.

Gen’ls. Terry and Custer had no idea of the great number of Indians in Sitting Bull’s camp.

If Gen’l. Terry had known of Sitting Bull’s large reinforcement he would not have divided his command at the mouth of the Rosebud.

If Gen’l. Custer had known of it, he would not have divided his command fifteen miles from the village, nor again two miles away.

It is useless to theorize as to what the result would have been if Custer had followed Reno across the river, or if Reno had charged into the village.

Reno’s move to the bluff undoubtedly encouraged the Indians, who nearly all left him, and went to meet Custer whose approach was known about this time.

The Squaws had commenced taking down the tepees when Reno was in the valley, but when he left, Sitting Bull told them to put them up again, saying, “The medicine is good.”

Every man with Gen’l. Custer was killed, excepting Sergt. Knipe and Trumpeter Martin who were sent away with messages, and Curley the scout who escaped and joined Gen’l. Terry.

The Indians left two tepees standing, one with five and the other with six dead warriors handsomely dressed, and with a dead pony for each warrior around the tepees.

It was reported that Capt. Ball, 2nd Cavalry, who followed the trail of the retreating Indians for several miles, found thirty or more bodies on scaffolds, and an Indian telling the story of the fight to a newspaper correspondent of Fort Yates [in 1881], said it seemed to him that nearly every Indian he saw after the [Custer] fight was wounded.

This article does not pretend to be a complete story of the battle, but as the heading says, “Some facts in regard to Custer’s Last Fight,” which I believe should be made known in Justice to the memory of that gallant and distinguished Cavalryman, Gen’l. George A. Custer.

signed) W.S. Edgerly

Brigadier-General, U.S.A. ret.

[CN] 3.21
 [CN] WINFIELD EDGERLY: TESTIMONY AT THE RENO COURT OF INQUIRY, 1879

Winfield Scott Edgerly was the junior lieutenant of D Company, which was a part of Benteen’s Battalion, at the Little Horn Fights. He participated in Benteen’s left oblique march, Weir’s advance and the fight on the hilltop. His testimony is most enlightening as to the orders received by Benteen, the distance marched and the nature of the advance by Captain Thomas Weir.

The testimony is reproduced in its entirety, with a minimum of editing as to grammar and punctuation, and with a few comments added as deemed necessary.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) State your name, rank, and regiment, and where serving.

A) Winfield S. Edgerly, First Lieutenant, 7th Cavalry, serving at Fort Abraham Lincoln, Dakota Territory.

Q) On what duty were you on the 25th and 26th days of June 1876 - where, with what command and under what commanding officer?

A) I was under the command of General Custer, serving as second lieutenant, in Captain Weir’s Company D on the divide between the Rosebud and the Little Big Horn Rivers and in the afternoon of that day on the banks of the Little Big Horn under Major Reno.

Q) Were you under the command of Captain Benteen that day?

A) Yes, sir, from the time it separated from General Custer’s column until we joined Major Reno on the afternoon of that day.

Q) Where was the division into battalions, by whose order, and who were the officers placed in command?

A) After moving over the divide between the Little Big Horn and the Rosebud, General Custer gave the command to halt. I happened to be close to him at the time, riding with Captain Benteen and Captain Weir, and saw Adjutant Cooke and General Custer dismount and make the divisions into battalions, as I supposed, with pencil and paper, and then they were announced: that Major Reno would have Companies A, G, and M; that Captain Benteen would have Companies K, D, and H; and one battalion to Captain Keogh and one to Captain Yates, and Captain McDougall with one company was to be the rear guard.

Q) State what orders were given to the battalion commanders at that time.

A) Captain Benteen was ordered to move to the left, at about an angle of 45 degrees, and to pitch into anything he came to, and Major Reno’s orders were to move down the valley and attack anything he came to. Those were all the orders I heard.

Q) Was Major Reno present when the orders were given to Captain Benteen?

A) I think not.

Q) State if you know of the effective force of Captain Benteen’s column.

A) I think about 125 men.

Q) Do you know about the effective strength of Major Reno’s column?

A) About the same.

Q) From that point of separation describe the march of Captain Benteen’s column, up to the time it joined Major Reno’s command on the hill - and state everything that transpired during that march that came to your knowledge.

A) We moved off in the direction ordered. I judge in about a mile distant we came to very high bluffs. Captain Benteen sent Lieutenant Gibson to the top of them. I think he had some men with him, and was ordered to report what he saw. He came back and reported that he saw more bluffs and no Indians. We skirted along under those bluffs and I think Lieutenant Gibson went to the top of the bluff four times while going about six miles. One time when he came back a messenger came with an order to Captain Benteen from General Custer, but I don’t know what it was.

We went on about two miles further, or more, when another messenger came and spoke to Captain Benteen. [Edgerly has the messengers arriving too late in the sequence - see Chapter 1]. Then we kept on, and from that time made no further effort to go to the left, as the reports from Lieutenant Gibson were every time that the country was very broken and no Indians to be seen. We kept along down, skirting the hills and finally into the valley. There were some foothills between us and the valley the pack train was going down. We went on that way to the watering place which was about seven or eight miles from where we started, which was about half way to where we found Major Reno. We watered our horses hurriedly there and went on.

When we had gone about a mile, Trumpeter Martin came along with the written message to Captain Benteen signed by Lieutenant Cooke as adjutant for General Custer. That order was shown to Captain Weir and myself. It was to the effect “we have struck a big village, hurry up and bring the packs” and signed by W. W. Cooke, and then a p.s., “bring up the packs’ The remark was made by someone, either by Captain Weir or myself, that he could not possibly want us to go for the packs as Captain McDougall was there and would bring them up.

There was no halt or delay, but we went on, Captain Benteen putting the order in his pocket. About a mile or two from there we came to a lone tepee burning. As the command moved along, Captain Benteen and myself looked into it and saw a dead Indian in it [Edgerly has the sequence wrong again – they reached the tipi before Martin arrived]. We then went to the head of the column again. After we passed that tepee, we saw Indians off to our right on points, which we afterwards found were our own scouts watching the result of the battle. I supposed at the time they were hostiles. When we came to within about a mile of where Major Reno crossed the river, we saw mounted men in the bottom. We could not see whether they were Indians or white men. About half a mile from the crossing we saw a body of men going over the bluffs. Someone said they were Indians, someone else said, “I don’t know,” in a doubtful way.

We went on towards the crossing, and there saw an Indian scout named Half Yellow Face and he beckoned us to come to the right and we did so, and the Indians commenced firing at us from the bottom. None of them did us any harm. A few of the bullets struck at our horses’ feet. We went up about half a mile and found Major Reno on top of the hill with his command.

Q) How long was it after leaving General Custer before the general direction of Captain Benteen’s column was to the right?

A) I judge he changed direction about six miles after we started down the valley [of a small creek], after going into the hills.

Q) After leaving General Custer’s column could you see the direction of his march?

A) No, sir, I could not see him in ten minutes after he left.

Q) State if any message was sent back to General Custer in regard to what had been seen or not seen in and about that country.

A) I don’t know.

Q) Do you remember on that march of a non-commissioned officer saying something about the pack train and, if so, what did he say?

A) A sergeant of C Company came back from General Custer’s command, and gave General Custer’s compliments to Captain Benteen, and he wanted him to bring up the packs. Captain Benteen said he thought he had made a mistake, that Captain McDougall was in charge of the pack train and showed him the place and he [the sergeant, Daniel Knipe] went.

Q) Was that before or after Trumpeter Martin came up?

A) It was before.

Q) How far before Trumpeter Martin came up, locate the place as well as you can?

A) I think it was a little before we got to the watering place. It was some little time before Trumpeter Martin came up.

Q) How far did you travel with the column after leaving General Custer before you struck the trail again?

A) I think we came on the trail again about nine miles down the valley.

Q) You made a circuit of about how much?

A) Probably 14 miles [Edgerly is quite a bit in error here].

Q) How far were you at any time from the general direction of the trail of General Custer?

A) I don’t think over two miles and a half at any time. Our march was a rapid one and I did not pay much attention.

Q) How do you arrive at your judgment?

A) From the general impression I got of the direction of the hills and knowing the direction General Custer must have taken.

Q) Did you hear what Trumpeter Martin said when he came up? If so, what was it?

A) I heard him speak to the orderly behind Captain Benteen. He was laughing and seemed very much elated, said it was the biggest village he ever saw, that they had found the Indians all asleep in their tepees, that Major Reno was charging it and killing everything, men, women and children.

Q) About how far do you think you traveled, after striking the trail, before reaching the watering place?

A) We struck it close to the watering place, within half a mile probably.

Q) From there how far was it to that burning tepee?

A) About three miles.

Q) About how far from the tepee to the river?

A) About three and a half miles.

Q) Where was the pack train when Captain Benteen pulled out?

A) It had halted in rear of the command.

Q) Up with the command?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Where was it when you were at the watering place?

A) They came up very much scattered. The advance packs came up as we were watering there and watered.

Q) What condition did the pack animals appear to be in at the watering place? How were they traveling?

A) They were being whipped along, they were tired, they were not used to being packed and the packs came off frequently. All did not come off.

Q) How far did the packs reach back?

A) Probably two miles.

Q) Where was Captain McDougall?

A) I don’t know. He would naturally be at the rear of the pack train.

Q) When did you leave that watering place in reference to the time when the pack train came up?

A) Immediately. We left as soon as the pack train came up.

Q) What was the gait you traveled after leaving the water hole?

A) At a fast walk all the distance. Captain Benteen had a very fast walking horse and traveled as fast as he could walk all the time.

Q) After Trumpeter Martin arrived, what was the gait?

A) The same.

Q) Could you state about how long it took Captain Benteen’s column to water there?

A) From eight to ten minutes.

Q) Whose trail did you strike?

A) It was the trail I presume made by Major Reno, in fact I know it was. We followed that trail to near the crossing.

Q) Your column was going across the river at the time it was diverted to the right by the Indians?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did you hear any firing before you came to that crossing and, if so, where, and describe it?

A) Not till we got near the crossing. Perhaps we heard faint firing a mile from there.

Q) To what command did it pertain?

A) I found out afterwards it pertained to Major Reno’s command.

Q) Describe the firing.

A) We heard it very faintly and very irregularly, and when we got up there the troops were going up the hill. I heard no heavy firing.

Q) Could you see into the bottom after you got there on the hill?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) What did you observe?

A) A great many Indians.

Q) How many did you estimate there were there?

A) From eight hundred to a thousand.

Q) That was the time before you saw the command on the hill?

A) Yes, sir, before we saw them on the hill.

Q) State when you arrived at Major Reno’s position on the hill if you saw Major Reno and, if so, what was he doing? Describe his conduct as it appeared to you at the time.

A) One of the first officers I saw was Major Reno. He was on his horse; he had lost his hat and had a white handkerchief on his head. He was in an excited condition. As we came up he turned and discharged his pistol towards the Indians.

Q) How far were the Indians away?

A) About a thousand yards.

Q) How much beyond pistol range?

A) Nine hundred yards beyond any effective range. I consider it done in a sort of defiance of the Indians.

Q) State in regard to the next officer you saw, what was he doing?

A) About the same time I saw Lieutenant Varnum. He had lost his hat and had a white handkerchief round his head. He was excited and crying, and while telling us about what had occurred, he got mad and commenced swearing and called for a gun and commenced firing at the Indians. About that time Captain Moylan came up and said, “For God’s sake, give me some water!” He said he had 25 wounded men dying of thirst.

Q) Describe the condition of that command when you arrived, stating the facts as they impressed you at the time - whether the excitement was general among his command when Captain Benteen got there with his column.

A) We very shortly formed a skirmish line after we got up. There were a few Indians on points firing, and we went on skirmish line at once, and I did not observe the command very closely at the time. I was surprised after the ride they had they were so little excited. I remember one man who was perfectly cool. He came up the hill holding the scalp of an Indian in his hand which he had just taken.

Q) Who were detailed as skirmishers?

A) Company D.

Q) Who gave the order?

A) Captain Weir.

Q) Who gave him the order?

A) I don’t know.

Q) Were you in a position to know whether Captain Weir did it on his own responsibility?

A) I probably knew at the time, but I don’t recollect now. I know I would have deployed it if I had been in command of the company, as it was done, seeing the Indians there.

Q) How many Indians were there?

A) Four or five at points at short range.

Q) What became of them?

A) We drove them away in a short time.

Q) What became of the Indians in the bottom?

A) They remained there awhile.

Q) All or most of them?

A) A great many of them. I occasionally looked and saw great numbers of them.

Q) Could you tell whether they were warriors or squaws?

A) My idea at the time was they were warriors.

Q) Were you able to tell?

A) I feel sure they were warriors. I had seen Indians before.

Q) How long did those Indians remain there? Where did they then go?

A) Some stayed there all the time, till we moved out. Nearly all of them stayed there. After that as I came back from going with Captain Weir to the hill, I found the bottom nearly deserted.

Q) Where had they gone?

A) I judge down the stream.

Q) State whether upon joining Major Reno’s command, or soon after, you heard any firing. If so, in what direction, and to what command did that firing pertain? Describe it fully.

A) Shortly after I got on the hill, almost immediately, I heard firing and remarked [on] it - heavy firing by volleys down the creek. Captain Weir came to me and said General Custer was engaged, and we ought to go down. I said I thought so, too. He went away, walking up and down rather anxiously. I heard the fire plainly. The first sergeant came up then, and I saw a large cloud of dust and thought there must be a charge, and said, “There must be General Custer. I guess he is getting away with them.” He said, “Yes, sir, and I think we ought to go there.” I did not answer him.

Shortly after, Captain Weir came up again. I think he had been gone about ten minutes. By that time the firing had almost ceased. Captain Weir asked me what I said to going with D Company, if they would not go with the whole command. I said I would go. He said he would go and ask for permission to go either from Major Reno or Captain Benteen. Soon after that he came back and called his orderly, and mounted and went off, and I mounted the men and started out without orders. I supposed he had got permission to go.

We went down about a mile and a half, he keeping up on the ridge and I going in a sort of valley. When we got on the ridge, we saw a good many Indians riding up and down firing at objects on the ground. They saw us about the same time we saw them. I went down this valley, Captain Weir keeping up on the ridge. Pretty soon he saw Indians start for me, and he signaled me to swing to the right. I obeyed it, and came round up on the hill, and saw Captain Benteen, Captain French and Captain Godfrey, with their companies and I also saw Lieutenant Hare speak to Captain Weir.

Q) What was the distinctness of that fire you heard down in the valley?

A) It was perfectly distinct.

Q) Was it sufficiently distinct to be heard, in your opinion, by everybody in that command?

A) It was heard by everybody about me.

Q) Where was Major Reno?

A) When I saw him he was on the line near the river about 75 yards from me nearer the stream.

Q) On about the same level with you or not?

A) Yes, sir, about the same.

Q) How long did that firing last?

A) I judge about three-quarters of an hour, the scattering fire and all.

Q) How long after you joined Major Reno on the hill until that movement you speak of was made down the stream by Captain Benteen and his command?

A) About three-quarters of an hour.

Q) How long was it after you came up on the hill till you went out with D Company?

A) About 30 or 35 minutes.

Q) This cloud of dust that you saw, where was it? On the Custer battlefield?

A) No, sir, I think it was on the left bank of the stream and was made by some Indians from the fight coming towards the village discharging their pieces as they came in.

Q) How long was it till the command started back from that advanced position you have described, and describe that return in full?

A) When we came up we met the other companies and went on with them. Captain Benteen taking the most advanced position, D Company took a spur at right angles to his position. Captain French formed in the rear of that and Captain Godfrey’s company in rear of Captain French, Captain French’s men being on a spur facing the Indians. The Indians opened fire on us as we got on those points. After a little while Captain Benteen moved back with his company towards the corral, I don’t remember seeing Major Reno till we got back. In a short time Captain Weir moved back by himself towards where Major Reno had selected a position. The next thing was Captain French spoke to mc and said the order had been given to move back. I said to him I thought not, that I heard of no such order. He waited some time, probably five minutes, and then said the order had been given to go back, and he was going. He mounted his men and moved off at a gallop. I then gave the command to mount and moved off at a trot. As we got within 60 yards from that point, I saw K Company with Captain Godfrey and Lieutenant Hare, their men dismounted and their horses being led back. They had seen us coming and Captain Godfrey had turned back and covered our retreat in the most brave and fearless manner.

On going back I passed a man of D Company wounded. He looked at me and I told him to get into a hole and I would form a line, come back and save him. As soon as I got by K Company I met Captain Weir and told him about the wounded soldier and that I had promised to save him and asked him to throw out a skirmish line for that purpose. He said he was sorry but the orders were to go back on the hill. I said that I had promised to save the man. He said he could not help it, the orders were positive to go back, and we must go back. We went back, and took position on the opposite side of the line from Captain Benteen’s company. We had hardly got into position before the heavy firing commenced and we returned it, firing volleys and lying flat down as soon as we had fired, and loading again while we were lying down.

Q) Describe the firing there in that advanced position.

A) It was individual firing to a very great degree. The Indians, a few, came up within a 150 or 200 yards.

Q) Then was there a general engagement there?

A) Yes, sir, the engagement was general, but the firing was not heavy.

Q) What troops were engaged there?

A) H Company, Captain Benteen; D Company, Captain Weir; and M Company, Captain French.

Q) What were the casualties of the command on its return?

A) I know of but the one man I spoke of.

Q) State if the Indians drove the command from that position.

A) They did not. The orders were to fall back, and we fell back.

Q) Locate on the map, if you can, that advanced position that Captain Weir first took with his company and the position of the other companies that went there.

A) We moved out along the ridge, the highest point, that point “7 ‘and then we moved down the valley in the general direction of the point “8’ We moved from Major Reno’s position about a mile and a half, and then swung around on those swells, and came up again, and met the other companies coming up. We moved out and went to a point which I now mark “9.” Captain Benteen’s company was on the top of a narrow bluff. Captain Weir’s company was at right angles to it, and a little in rear of Captain Benteen’s company was Captain French’s, and along with D Company was Captain Godfrey’s company on a narrow spur.

Q) State if you saw Major Reno at that point, giving orders.

A) I don’t recollect seeing him there.

Q) State, if you know, who ordered the advance of the troops, or any part of them, to that position.

A) I know nothing, of my own knowledge.

Q) How far do you estimate the most advanced point you were from Major Reno’s position?

A) I judge it was a mile and a half.

Q) How far do you say that advanced position was from the point “B”?

A) I judge about three-quarters of a mile, or a mile.

Q) Where did you see Major Reno next, after leaving that position on the hill?

A) I think I saw him as soon as we got back, walking in the rear of K Company, which was on the left of D Company.

Q) Had K Company taken its position?

A) Yes, sir, shortly after D Company had.

Q) Who directed the troops to take position?

A) I have no recollection of any directions.

Q) Who placed them in position?

A) I don’t remember. I was with my company, and so was Captain Weir. He said he had received positive orders to come back and he must have put the company in position.

Q) What orders did Major Reno give to him, if any?

A) I did not more than get a glimpse of him, and did not hear him say anything. We were not in position half a minute till the fire commenced.

Q) How near had they closed up around the command?

A) They came up within close rifle range.

Q) In what numbers?

A) I should judge probably over a thousand. I judge by those around the left of the line where I was.

Q) You saw Major Reno walking in the rear of K Company?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) When did you next see him?

A) In the evening about nine o’clock, I know it was quite dark. He seemed to have come from the other end of the line. I saw there was a gap between M and B Companies, and also a space between G and A Companies on our side. As he came along I told him about it, and asked him if I should have them closed. He said yes. I then went and gave Major Reno’s orders to close the gaps.

Q) State the circumstances which brought about your suggestion that those gaps should be closed.

A) I remember after the firing closed that I looked round and saw an even swale that ran down probably a mile. I thought that it was a place a white man would charge through, and that the Indians might charge through it in the morning - and there was one ridge there where there was a gap that I thought was a good place to charge. I think, from the statement of others, that I had a talk with Captain Godfrey and Captain Weir about the same thing but I do not recollect it.

Q) How soon after the command got into position until the general engagement began?

A) Almost immediately.

Q) What time of day was it?

A) I think it was not over 15 or 20 minutes before dark. It was kept up about an hour and a half or more. I know they surprised me by firing so long after dark.

Q) What was the length of that engagement?

A) An hour and a half or two hours.

Q) Did you see Major Reno during the engagement?

A) No, sir, I only saw two officers, Captain Weir and Captain Godfrey, walking up the line of their companies.

Q) What were they doing?

A) Walking along encouraging the men.

Q) Were they under fire?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State what orders you received that night further than you have already stated, and describe the circumstances under which they were given.

A) About an hour after the firing ceased I went to a bed, and slept till about half past one o’clock, when Captain Weir came and woke me up, and said he wanted me to go to where the horses were and improvise some sort of a picket line, so that the men in charge of the horses might be on the line that day, and I did so.

Q) Who gave Captain Weir that order, if you know?

A) I don’t know.

Q) What was your impression about it from anything you saw?

A) My impression was that Captain Weir was taking care of his own horses and setting his own men on the line.

Q) Did you see Major Reno at any time during the night?

A) I saw him while I was over there fixing the horses.

Q) What was he doing and what did he say?

A) He was lying down on his blankets as I went by once. He asked me what I had been doing. I said I had been asleep. He said, “Great God, I don’t see how you can sleep!” Then I passed on. I saw him there several times.

Q) Where was that?

A) Over near Captain Benteen’s line, behind the horses.

Q) Was that in a depression or not with reference to the formation of the line?

A) It was about the same level that Captain Benteen’s company was on.

Q) What preparations did you make that night for resisting the attack of the Indians?

A) We had shallow rifle pits dug. There were only a few spades and but two axes, I think, in the command. We built little trenches round the crest of the hill.

Q) Do you know by whose order that was done?

A) I think by Major Reno’s, though I did not hear him.

Q) Who superintended it?

A) I think Major Reno walked round the whole line, I am not positive.

Q) Was there any firing at that time?

A) No, sir.

Q) About what time did the firing begin next morning?

A) About half past two, before daylight.

Q) Was it heavy or light?

A) Very heavy.

Q) How long did it continue?

A) Till about ten o’clock - and then if fell off. Some of the Indians withdrew, and only sharpshooters remained after that.

Q) Where were you?

A) On the right of D Company.

Q) During that morning did you see Major Reno? If so, what was he doing and what orders was he giving?

A) I saw him a great deal that day. He was lying in a pit with Captain Weir on the left of our line and I saw him walk across to Captain Benteen’s line. He came and spoke to me while I was lying in a pit and asked me if I had a place. I saw him several hours during that engagement.

Q) At any time that morning did you observe anything about the fighting in the position Captain Benteen’s company was in?

A) There was apparently a break in the company and I thought the men were rushing back to where I was. Pretty soon after that Captain Benteen came over and stood near where I was on a high point. The bullets were flying very fast there and I did not see why he was not riddled. He was perfectly calm, I remember there was a smile on his face. He said to Major Reno, “We have charged the Indians from our side and driven them out. They are coming to your left, and you ought to drive them out” Major Reno said, “Can you see the Indians from there?” He said “Yes’ Major Reno said, “If you can see them, give the command to charge.” Captain Benteen said, “All right, ready boys, now charge and give them hell!”

Q) Where was Major Reno at that time and what was he doing?

A) The whole line was in the pits. I believe he was up on his elbow at the left of the line.

Q) Did he go to that place to see for himself?

A) No, it was all done in a minute.

Q) How far did the men advance?

A) Probably 40 or 50 yards.

Q) What orders were then given and by whom?

A) Major Reno gave the command to get into our holes.

Q) State what orders were given, and by whom, in regard to the men economizing their ammunition.

A) The only orders I know were the orders I gave to the men of D Company. I said to them not to fire unless the Indians came closer.

Q) Could the Indians be seen from your position?

A) Not a great many. They were round the points and we could see heads popping out. There were a great many Indians there.

Q) What was your opinion of the conduct of Major Reno as a commanding officer on the 25th and 26th of June, in regard to coolness, courage and efficiency, or the reverse? - and state all the facts and circumstances upon which your opinion is based.

A) When I first got up there he was excited, but not enough to impair his efficiency or have a bad effect on the troops. He did everything that was necessary to be done. That was very little, because all the officers could see what ought to be done. There was no occasion for any particular control by the commanding officer. As far as I saw, the company commanders fought their own companies to a great degree. I saw Major Reno walk across the line as I saw other officers, and he seemed very cool and I think the position we had was the best possible within a radius of a great many miles.

Q) State if his conduct was such as to inspire his command with coolness, courage and confidence, or whether it had any relation to that. Give your own opinion from what you know and saw.

A) As I said before, the men were very cool. I don’t think any particular man inspired them with courage or coolness.

Q) State whether the conduct of other officers, Captain Benteen and others, did not inspire the men.

A) I have no doubt that when Captain Benteen was on the ridge every man admired him; but I don’t think it was necessary to inspire the men.

Q) State whether or not Major Reno seemed to be fully and decisively exercising the functions of a commanding officer in the position that command was placed.

A) He did as far as I know. As I say, very few commands were given.

Q) Would he not, if he had been around, have seen those gaps you speak of?

A) Yes, sir, but he was coming round to that part of the line, I think, from Captain Benteen’s position, and as soon as he came over I reported to him about the gaps.

Q) State if there were battalion organizations on the hill.

A) No, sir. There were none recognized.

Q) State if you saw the hostile village on the 26th.

A) Yes, sir.

Q) When?

A) About four o’clock.

Q) How far away?

A) About two or two and a half miles.

Q) What was the size and width and density of that moving village?

A) The entire village as it moved away would be two to three and a half miles long and from half a mile to a mile wide. I thought before the ponies commenced to move it was like a lot of brown underbrush. It was the largest number of quadrupeds together I ever saw in my life and very close together. It looked, as I said, as if someone was moving a heavy carpet over the ground.

Q) Did it seem as dense as animals could be?

A) Yes, sir, the ponies were being driven just as dense as they could drive them.

Q) Did the entire mass appear to be that way?

A) There were evidently mounted parties and persons with the drove, and an advanced guard, and some men on the flanks, and men with travois.

Q) Could you tell at that distance whether the ponies were being driven in a herd or were being used to move the village?

A) I think a large majority were being driven.

Q) What is your estimate of the number of ponies?

A) From other people’s opinions, more than my own, I judge there were 20,000.

Q) State whether or not it would require a pony for each person in that village.

A) It would.

Q) What is the usual proportion of ponies to each person?

A) That depends, I suppose, on the wealth or poverty of the tribe.

Q) How is it about these Sioux?

A) They are rich. I suppose they average six or eight ponies to a man. Some of the other tribes perhaps did not have more than two or three.

Q) What do you estimate the population of that village to be?

A.) I think there were six or seven thousand persons there. I think a great many had no families

there.

Q) How many warriors do you estimate there were?

A) I think 4,000 at least.

Q) If you can, give the facts upon which you based that opinion, I wish you would do it.

A) I estimate the number of Indians from what I saw, and from what I have heard from the Indians since that. I know there were a great many war parties there who usually don’t carry their families, and it is upon that I base my opinion.

Q) Do you think it possible there were 15,000 men, women and children in that village?

A) I think it possible, but I don’t think it at all probable.

Q) State, if you know, how much reliability is to be placed upon the statements of Indians when you are seeking information. What is the character of the information they usually give you?

A) A single Indian’s statement is not considered valuable unless he is known to be a very trustworthy one. It is generally believed that they would rather lie than tell the truth.

Q) State whether or not it is generally true that an Indian, upon being questioned or talked to, will make his statements or opinions coincide with the person he is talking to.

A.) They generally do that.

Q) State if you examined the place where the village had been.

A) I rode over a large part of it in helping to bum the tepee poles, but not with a view of examining its size. It was larger than any Indian village I had ever seen. The indication of lodges extended over about three miles long in a belt half to three-quarters of a mile wide along the stream.

Q) Did you, from the examination you did make, to the satisfaction of your own mind, arrive at anything like a reasonable estimate of the number of lodges?

A) No. I could not now.

Q) State whether or not in a large camp the lodges are kept in any one place for any length of time, or do they move them about?

A) They move them frequently.

Q) State whether the places that indicated there had been lodges would give any correct indications of the number of lodges in the village.

A) Excepting that we had seen many fresh trails leading to the village, it would not be, unless there were some other signs to indicate it.

Q) Can you give the names of the tribes in that village, and what were the numbers of each coming within your knowledge and what are the sources of your information?

A) I don’t know. I know from Indians that there was a band of Uncpapas, some Cheyennes, and Sioux under Crazy Horse - the Ogallallas. Those are the only tribes I am positive about.

Q) State if the Minneconjous were represented there.

A) I think they were.

Q) And the Sans Arcs?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Were not those the principal ones?

A) Yes, sir. I think those five were about all.

Q) State whether, in riding over the village, there were evidences of the encampment of many different bands.

A) At the time I did not notice that there were.

Q) Did you afterwards?

A) Not while I was upon the ground.

Q) Is it not the case that Indian bands do not camp together but in bands?

A) I have been told so, and that is my experience with friendly Indians.

Q) State if you examined the route or trail of General Custer in the vicinity of the hostile village, if so, describe it with reference to the village, the stream, and all the developments brought to your knowledge of the fate of General Custer’s command.

A) All I saw of the trail was on the morning of the 27th when we went to bury the dead. We found the tracks of shod horses on the same side of the river where we were, and on the same side General Custer went down. We formed skirmish lines when we came close to where the battlefield was so as to find all the bodies that might have been killed. We came upon a few bodies about three and a half miles from where we had position on the hill. Each company had orders to bury the dead as they found them and as we came up to the first hill where they were all thick, Major Reno called Captain Moylan to see if he could recognize the bodies there. I went with him and we found Lieutenant Calhoun who was in rear of the first platoon of his company.

About 20 or 30 feet from there was Lieutenant Crittenden lying in thpresent e rear of the Second platoon, both about 15 or 20 feet in rear of their platoons. I got permission to go ahead and see if I could recognize the bodies of several officers. By that means I left the line and went on till I came to Captain Keogh’s company. They were in an irregular line. My impression was that they had formed a line on the left of Lieutenant Calhoun, and had fallen back, and some retreated faster than others. Captain Keogh had evidently been wounded, as we found that his leg had been broken and the sergeants of his company had got around him, and were killed with him. There were no regular lines but still evidences that there had been a line.

After I had recognized Captain Keogh’s body I went on towards a high point one or two hundred yards off and came to General Custer’s body. About 15 feet from him was his brother’s body. A short distance from that was Lieutenant Reilly and then Lieutenant Cooke, and there were bodies lying round as far as we could see in every direction in irregular positions.

Q) In regard to the men around General Custer’s position?

A) There were a good many soldiers killed round there.

Q) Did they give any evidence of company organization?

A) No, sir, it seemed to be a rallying point for all of them. I think that was where General Custer planted the guidon. It was the last point. It was not as high as some other points around it. It was the highest point in that immediate vicinity.

Q) Did you examine from General Custer’s position down the ravine towards the river?

A) I did not go there.

Q) How near the river were there evidences of any fighting on the part of General Custer’s command?

A) I judge it was about half a mile from the ford “B.”

Q) There were bodies between the place where General Custer was found and the river?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State what, to your mind, were the evidences of the struggle, whether that of a desperate struggle, or of a panic or a rout without much resistance.

A) Knowing the men as I did, I have no doubt they fought desperately for a few minutes.

Q) Did you notice the knolls over the field whether they were rallying points for officers and men?

A) I did not go all over the field. There were evidences of rallying points about General Custer and about Captain Keogh and Lieutenant Calhoun were evidences of fighting, but not of being rallying points.

Q) From your knowledge of the character of General Custer, and of the officers and men under his command, and from the evidences of the manner in which his entire command was annihilated, state whether or not, in your opinion, General Custer could have fled the field with a portion of his command by abandoning the others to their fate?

A) I believe he fought very desperately.

Q) State if there were any evidences of the company commanders abandoning their companies and leaving the men to their fate.

A) I don’t think there were any such evidences. There were no evidences of their abandoning their companies in a disgraceful or cowardly manner.

Q) Is it expected of officers and men in a desperate struggle of that character that the men will be found lying in perfect lines?

A) No, sir, it could not be done.

Q) State if in charging an enemy the dead would appear in regular lines or scattered.

A) They would appear in scattered positions.

Q) State, if you can, how far Major Reno’s position on the hill was from the bulk of the Indians’ village.

A) I should say it was two miles and a half, or three miles.

Q) Where was the bulk of the village?

A) Close to the bank of the stream beyond the timber near where we first saw Major Reno.

Q) How near were the nearest dead men of General Custer’s command to that village?

A) The nearest one found was about half a mile from the crossing “B,” I think. I am not positive, as I did not go over the ground.

Q) Where was the bulk of the Indian village in reference to the ford “B”?

A) At first it was higher up the stream, after that it was moved out to the left and a little downstream.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) Am I right in understanding that you do not pretend to give the history of all that Major Reno did during those engagements?

A) You are.

Q) Situated as you were, was it not necessary that each officer during those engagements should rely largely on his own personal experience?

A) I think it was.

Q) You never expected the commanding officer to be ubiquitous there?

A) No, sir.

Q) Was not the position such that necessarily a very large part of the duties to be done were left to be discharged by each officer?

A) Yes, sir, I think I so stated.

Q) Was not the engagement of such an elementary character it could proceed without any special directions from Major Reno?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Were there not in that command a number of soldiers who had experience in actual warfare?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Do you think they needed any special instructions?

A) I think not.

Q) Do you think Captain Benteen and many other officers needed special instructions?

A) I think not.

Q) I wish you to state in a general way whether at any time you saw any evidence of cowardice on the part of Major Reno.

A) I did not.

Q) You have spoken about excitement. Do you distinguish that from fear?

A) I do most emphatically.

Q) A man may be excited in charging an enemy and exhibit no qualities but that of the true soldier?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) That is a matter of temperament?

A) Entirely so, I judge.

Q) With regard to the charge that Captain Benteen suggested to Major Reno, state whether or not Major Reno accompanied them in that charge.

A) He accompanied the troops. I did not see Captain Benteen accompany them. He stayed on the point.

Q) What kind of weather was it at the time of those engagements?

A) It was extremely hot. There were two or three little sprinkles of rain, but it was intensely hot.

Q) Do you remember whether or not Major Reno and some other officers, before they left the boat at the mouth of the Rosebud, exchanged their hats for a larger kind of hat for a better shelter for their heads?

A) I don’t recollect about it. It is liable to have been so.

Q) Do you, or not, recollect whether Major Reno wore into that engagement in the timber a very large hat, not the regulation hat of an officer?

A) I don’t recollect what kind of a hat he wore, though I saw him that morning.

Q) You saw the village defile before you on the plain?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Was it not so large that it was beyond the experience of any officer there?

A) It was very much beyond any experience I ever had. I can’t speak for other officers.

Q) Was it not so large that officers, accustomed to estimating large numbers of mounted men, or men in motion, would give widely different opinions as to their numbers with entire honesty?

A) I think it was.

Q) Go back to the point where Captain Benteen diverged from the main column. What distance was that from the ford “A” where Major Reno afterwards crossed?

A) I judge it was about twelve and a half miles to the crossing.

Q) How soon after Captain Benteen received his orders did he go out with his column?

A) Immediately. Major Reno had received his orders and halted for us to pass by.

Q) What was Major Reno doing?

A) He moved on towards the village.

Q) Who gave the order?

A) General Custer in person, I think.

Q) You don’t know what orders Major Reno received from General Custer after that?

A) No, sir, I did not see General Custer after that.

Q) You speak of the trail Captain Benteen pursued as not diverging a very great deal from that General Custer pursued. How do you explain that?

A) As I say, we went to the bluffs at the end of the valley, and Lieutenant Gibson would go on top of the hill while we were skirting the edge, and reporting there was nothing beyond but steep hills and no Indians. The idea I had was if they ran out of the village we would strike them on the left, and if to the right, then some other part of the command.

Q) You do not desire to have it inferred that Captain Benteen was no further from General Custer’s line than two and a half miles?

A) No, sir. General Custer went faster than we did as we were going on a line of hills.

Q) General Custer diverged to the right?

A) I don’t know about that. I think he went nearly on a straight line to where Major Reno crossed the stream.

Q) Where was Major Reno at the time the order was given by General Custer, and who was close to him?

A) I saw him about the time the order was given passing along at the head of the column. I saw Lieutenant Hodgson with him. He spoke to me as I was passing by. I don’t recollect whether Lieutenant Wallace was with him or not. He may have been [this is the order at the “battalions halt”].

Q) When Trumpeter Martin brought the order, the conversation he had with regard to the village and Major Reno’s killing the men, women and children, was with the orderly and not with Captain Benteen, was it?

A) It was with the orderly back of us.

Q) Did Captain Benteen hear that conversation?

A) I supposed he did.

Q) Do you know as a fact that he did?

A) I only know from the way that Trumpeter Martin told it, as I would infer that everybody in the room hears what I say. So I supposed he heard what Trumpeter Martin said.

Q) At what rate of speed did the column advance after the message was delivered by Trumpeter Martin?

A) It was a fast walk by Captain Benteen’s column.

Q) Would that throw part of the column into a trot?

A) Part of the rear would be in a trot. My horse did not trot.

Q) Did not Captain Benteen proceed as fast as he could, considering what the command had before it that day, and what it had done before?

A) It advanced as fast as I thought it ought to, though I was anxious to go faster.

Q) Was there any reluctance or tardiness in going?

A) No, sir. He was going at a proper rate of speed to keep the horses in good condition.

Q) The orders were also to bring up the pack train?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) The halt on the hill was to enable the pack train to come up?

A) When we got there, we found Major Reno’s command. I don’t think we halted in reference to the pack train. We found the men crossing the river, and the Indians firing at them.

Q) If you do not know the exact purpose for which the halt was made, state if during that halt the pack train was not brought up.

A) Yes, sir. I think Major Reno halted because he found a good position and Captain Benteen halted because he found Major Reno with Indians firing at him.

Q) The ammunition of the men engaged in the timber was replenished?

A) I understood so.

Q) And care taken of the wounded?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Then the advance was made down the river?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) With regard to the orders being given, are you not largely unacquainted with the fact whether Major Reno did or did not give orders to Captain Weir?

A) All I know about it is what Captain Weir told me.

Q) Was Major Reno acquainted with the fact that Captain Weir left a wounded man?

A) I don’t think he was.

Q) Were there not duties for company officers to discharge which they did irrespective of any orders from the commanding officer?

A) There were.

Q) Where was Major Reno when the wounded men were brought in?

A) Where we took final position.

Q) Was that a proper place for the commanding officer to be?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) How many orders did Captain Benteen receive from General Custer, and through whom did they come?

A) I saw a person approach Captain Benteen as I was riding with the second company and speak to him and ride away. Then the sergeant major came up and spoke to Captain Benteen, and rode away again. After that a sergeant of C Company came to him with reference to the pack train, and received his directions and rode back towards Captain McDougall. Then Trumpeter Martin was the last man, until we came near where Major Reno was, then Half Yellow Face beckoned us.

Q) Can you give the name of the sergeant of Company C?

A) It was either Sergeant Kanipe or Sergeant Hanley, I think the latter [it was Knipe].

Q) Where was the column when he came up?

A) My recollection is about half-way from where we started over the divide to where we met Major Reno. I am not at all definite in regard to the place. I know it was before Trumpeter Martin came up.

Q) What was required by that order, that was not done?

A) Captain Benteen thought there was some mistake in ordering him to bring up the packs, as Captain McDougall was in charge of them.

Q) Did not Captain McDougall bring up the packs?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) You heard firing from the field below?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) The dust you saw was not from the Custer battlefield?

A) No, sir.

Q) Was it from the same side of the river that the Indian village was?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Do you not think it was caused by the Indians returning?

A) Yes, sir, I said so. At the time I did not think so.

Q) Do you think so now?

A) Yes, sir. That is my judgment now.

Q) Is it not the practice according to Indian warfare to do a great deal of firing after their enemies have been killed?

A) Yes, sir - after a successful fight.

Q) May not a large part of the firing have resulted from joy of the Indians at their victory?

A) I think likely a great deal came from that.

Q) At the time you heard the firing, how far was Major Reno from the Custer battlefield?

A) About four miles.

Q) Was the pack train then up?

A) No, sir. It was not up till after we left, and we did not leave till all the heavy firing ceased.

Q) I wish your opinion as an officer, having in view the country, the position occupied and the number of Indians, what, in your judgment, was the length of time the command under General Custer was enabled to struggle against its fate?

A) I think they were all killed in about 20 minutes or a half an hour from the time the Indians first commenced the attack on them.

Q) Do you think they were killed within 20 or 25 minutes from the time you joined Major Reno on the hill?

A) Yes, sir, after the first firing I heard.

Q) How soon did you hear the first firing?

A) Immediately after I got there.

Q) Would ten minutes be too short a time?

A) I think it would be less than ten minutes. My recollection is it was almost immediately. It may have been five minutes, but I don’t think it was.

Q) You think then in five minutes after you reached the hill, if you fix the duration of the battle at 25 or 30 minutes, that in 30 or 35 minutes after you reached the hill the whole command was killed?

A) Not over that.

Q) Major Reno was four miles away?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) How long had Major Reno been on the hill when Captain Benteen came up?

A) Only a short time. Some of the men came up after we got there.

Q) Was there any belief on the part of any person competent to form a judgment, until General Terry came up, that General Custer and his command were destroyed?

A) I think not.

Q) Was it not a conjecture and indeed a belief on the part of a great many that General Custer had gone on down to join General Terry?

A) It was.

Q) With regard to the gaps in the line, I understand you got directions from Major Reno to fill them?

A) He directed me to fill them.

Q) How close was Major Reno to you at the time?

A) He was quite close to me.

Q) How close to the gaps was he?

A) Perhaps about 15 yards.

Q) Was not your position on the line such that you saw very few officers?

A) Yes, sir. I said I saw only two officers.

Q) There was nothing strange that you did not see them?

A) No, sir, I was in a direction away from the majority of the line.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) Would or would not an officer in an engagement of that kind where the troops were all in position, be more liable to see the commanding officer than in an open field, or in the timber?

A) There being a ridge between where I was and other parts of the command, it would be impossible to see him unless he came on the side I was.

Q) Did he come on that side?

A) He did when we first came back, and I saw him after dark when he came there.

Q) In an engagement of that kind, and under those circumstances, what do the subordinate officers expect on the part of a commanding officer, coolness or excitement?

A) Whether he would show it or not depends a great deal on the temperament of the man. He would be more or less excited, depending on the temperament of the man, and the way he looked at the fight, whether favorable or not.

Q) In that charge made by the troops when Captain Benteen told them to go, state whether there were any casualties.

A) I think one man was wounded.

Q) When the village moved out, state how it impressed you.

A) What impressed me most was the great number of ponies.

Q) How many wounded men were there on the hill when you came up?

A) I made no observation at all, and do not know.

Q) You say when you saw that cloud of dust and the Indians, you thought differently from what you testified today?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) You have changed your opinion about it?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) At the time how did it impress you, and the others about you?

A) I can only answer for myself and my first sergeant. We both thought that General Custer was charging the Indians.

Q) About how far was it from Major Reno’s position in the timber to the Custer battlefield?

A) I can only guess. In a direct line I should say it was about four miles.

Q) If the distance from Major Reno’s position on the hill to where General Custer’s body was found was four miles and 160 yards, what would be the distance to the nearest part of the battlefield?

A) I think it would be about 500 to 1000 yards closer to Major Reno.

Q) Did you see any dead bodies at the ford “B”?

A) I was not there until they were all buried.

Q) How close was that to Major Reno’s position?

A) I would say about two miles.

Q) Do you know how many effective men were with the pack train?

A) He [McDougall] had five or six men and a sergeant from each company, and his own company was close to 50 men.

Q) Did he have any packers?

A) He had a few citizen packers, not many.

Q) Is it customary for a command to go into a fight with a pack train on its hands?

A) No, sir, it is not.

Q) Might not the firing that you heard from below have lasted much longer than 20 minutes and you not heard it as it retreated from you?

A) After I heard it all, I don’t think there could have been any fighting that I would not have heard the sound of, because I was listening for it, and it did not have the indication of dying away.

Q) State whether or not, to your knowledge, on the night of the 25th of June, Major Reno made any attempt to ascertain what had become of General Custer.

A) No, sir.

Q) Were there not scouts there that night?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) How long did those gaps you spoke of remain unfilled?

A) I would say about two hours and a half.

Edgerly was recalled twice, the first time to answer only one question.

Question by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) Any impression you might have had with regard to the part Major Reno was to take in those engagements was merely an impression of your own?

A) That is all, except the order given him to charge towards the village. That was the only command I heard given him [this at the battalions halt].

The second time Edgerly was recalled was specifically to refute the charges of B.F. Churchill that Reno had been drunk on the night of 25 June.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) Did you see Major Reno on the night of the 25th of June 1876?

A) I did.

Q) At what hour?

A) I judge about 9 o’clock. It was quite dark.

Q) What was he doing at the time, what part of the line was he on, and what was his condition as to sobriety?

A) He came along towards where I was from the direction of Captain Benteen’s line and was perfectly sober.

Q) Did you see any evidences at all that indicated that he had been drinking or was in a condition approaching drunkenness?

A) He gave no evidences of any such condition.

Q) State what he said to you about your duties at that time.

A) When I reported to him the condition of the gaps, he told me to have them filled up.

Q) Were there any indications to your mind that he had been drinking at all?

A) There were none.

Q) If there had been, would you have observed them?

A) I think I would.

Q) Did you see him later that night?

A) Yes, sir, about 2 o’clock.

Q) What were the indications then?

A) He was perfectly sober.

Q) Was there anything to awaken a suspicion in your mind that he was not entirely sober?

A) I had no such suspicion whatever.

Q) Did the indications the day before show that he had been drinking?

A) No, sir.

Q) You had him under observation?

A) Yes, sir - several hours during the 26th.

Q) Was there any time, among the men or officers, any suspicion at all of Major Reno not being sober?

A) Not the faintest. I never heard of it till I came to Chicago this time.

Q) If there had been, would you have heard of it?

A) Yes, sir. I think so.

Q) If he had been stammering, and staggering, and acting like a drunken man, would the officers have permitted him to exercise command?

A) If he had been in a state of intoxication, they would not.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) How often did you see Major Reno on the night of the 25th?

A) At about 9 o’clock and about 2 o’clock.

Q) How long did you see him at 9 o’clock?

A) A short time - about half a minute.

Q) How long till you saw him again?

A) About 5 hours.

Q) How long before the first time you saw him that night had you seen him?

A) When we first came back from the advanced position down the stream.

Q) What time was that?

A) A few minutes before dark.

Q) You saw him no more till about 9 o‘clock?

A) No, sir.

Q) And then saw him no more till about two o’clock?

A) No, sir.

Q) Were you present at any altercation between Major Reno and any packer that night?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did you know anything of it, to your own knowledge?

A) No, sir.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) The commanding officer is under observation of the officers of his command, is he not?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Do you suppose if the commanding officer was drunk and staggering, and stammering, that some of the men and officers would not have observed him?

A) I think not.

Q) It was after dark you saw him?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) It might be later than 9 o’clock?

A) I can’t fix the time definitely. It may have been earlier or later than 9 o’clock. It was after dark.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) Would not the knowledge of the men and officers depend on how often they saw the commanding officer?

A) Certainly it would.

[CN] 3.22
 [CT] FEATHER EARRING, MNICOUJOU LAKOTA: ACCOUNT AS GIVEN TO HUGH L. SCOTT, SEPTEMBER 1919

Another straightforward account by a warrior who was present at the Custer fight, this one comes from the Mnicoujou, Feather Earring. It was given to General Hugh Scott in 1919 at Poplar, Montana (on the Missouri, just east of Wolf Point and Fort Peck). There is no mention of the interpreter, which is too bad, since there may well have been errors in translation.

The story is told in the both the first and third person, indicating that it has been at least exposed to the possibility of “pollution” by the translator or transcriber, although there are some good questions and answers following the narrative. Like the vast majority of Indian accounts, this one deals strictly with what the narrator himself saw and experienced. Indian sources rarely offer more than fragmentary information and often seem overlaid with the mysticism that was part of everyday Indian life. They are sometimes colored by information learned after the battle from other people. Many historians consider them worthless because they cannot always be reconciled with “known” facts and seem to always be not as precise as one would like.

The fact is however, that these accounts represent a vast repository of best evidence - evidence given by people who were there, just the same as Benteen, Herendeen and Godfrey were there. There is no reason to discard this treasure trove of information simply because it is frequently difficult to make it mesh with what white survivor accounts have to say.

Feather Earring’s story is simple and honest and perfectly reasonable and understandable to a patient reader. Patience is a commodity that any researcher dealing with Indian sources should have in ample supply. The only point of contention is the identification of the Indians who fought Reno and Custer. Even if the fight had been made by the tribal divisions as distinct entities, which it most definitely was not, there is no question but that Reno struck the Hunkpapas and that Custer contacted the Cheyennes and Oglalas. This is exactly the opposite of what Feather Earring has to say. Whether this was confusion on the part of the aging warrior or an error in the translation, cannot be known.

Reno’s men came down Reno Creek; they were seen by two Sans Arc young men who had gone up Reno Creek to get a horse that had been wounded in the Rosebud fight. Two Bear was killed by Reno scouts. Lone Dog, the other, returned to camp and gave the alarm, riding his pony from side to side. Feather Earring saw him signaling that soldiers were coming, calling “one of us got killed - they are right behind me.” He had no sooner arrived than Reno’s command began firing into the tepees. Feather Earring was fighting against Reno. His brother was killed there. Reno was driven across the river into the hills and began to dig in the ground. He was fought by the Cheyennes and Oglalas. It was thought at first that Reno’s was Crook’s command. War parties went to watch Crook, but he had gone back. Some war parties had gone down the Rosebud and had seen a steamboat and soldiers, but had not come back. Reno left the bottom for the hills because the Indians were surrounding him in the attempt to cut him off from his train [there is no evidence that the Indians knew of the pack train at that point].

It was thought at first that Reno’s command was alone. He was fought by the Cheyennes and Oglalas. Many came from lower down, but about the time Reno reached the hill, word came that the village was being attacked by Custer below. They then left Reno’s front for the lower end of the village; but when they got there from Reno’s front, it was all over. Custer struck the Hunkpapas. He did not come across the river. He fired on the village. The Indians had crossed the Greasy Grass Creek above where Custer tried to cross, in great numbers, and cut him off from Reno. They got around behind him. They (Custer’s men) made their main stand on the ridge where the monument now is; they fought very hard. I had put my brother’s body in the bushes and came down to where Custer was; the fight was over. I drove five horses across the river; gray horses; they were all wounded and trembling. I saw they were mortally wounded and let them go and went back toward monument ridge. About 200 yards from the river I saw two bodies and went to look at them. One was a dead Indian, the other a white man alongside him. I saw the white man’s heart beating and called to a Sioux: “Your grandfather has been killed by that man alongside of him. I don’t think he is dead - you had better shoot him.” He came up and put an arrow through him. He jumped up and was shot and killed by another arrow. He had been playing dead. There were no other marks on him than the two arrow wounds.

What time do you think Custer was killed?

The women and children had gone out after berries and had gotten back; it must have been about noon.

Do you think if Custer had kept his men together and attacked at dawn, he would have succeeded?

Yes, we would have run away, but we would have come back to attack him. It is a pity Custer did not go into the brush instead of out on that ridge.

Why didn’t Custer go back toward Reno, rather than away from him?

He couldn’t. He was cut off by large numbers of Indians on that side. If Custer had come up and talked with us, we had all agreed we would have surrendered and gone in with him.

How many Sioux were killed there?

There were sixteen that I can name now. Four of these were near Reno, and three were Cheyennes. There were a terrible number wounded.

Where were they buried?

On platforms in the village.

What made you leave Greasy Grass Creek?

A man came back and said many soldiers were coming up Little Big Horn, and were digging holes in the ground. We didn’t want to fight them when they dug holes.

Where did you go?

We went toward the Big Horn Mountains, up Bird Timber Creek, 20 miles, then 20 miles next day. We got ready to fight Terry’s command near the second halt; then we heard they had all gone back.

Who was that man who was buried in the lodge on Reno Creek?

His name was Old She Bear who was wounded in the fight on the Rosebud. He was a brother of Turning Bear, a Sans Arc. The village was right there where that lodge was on Reno Creek when they fought Crook. They went over to Rosebud to fight and came back. Old She Bear was shot through both hips, and died in that camp on Reno Creek. The body was put on a scaffold and the lodge pitched over him.

Who got a good reputation in that fight?

All - Crazy Horse, Sitting Bull and all that I heard of. We heard Sitting Bull had run away and was not in the fight. I heard him giving orders. While we were up near the Big Horn Mountains we heard that some soldiers had gone into the Big horn Mountains, where they dismounted and tied their horses in the timber. The Cheyennes brought back a number of their horses. We did not see the soldiers. After the Terry command went away, we came back down Greasy Grass Creek crossed over where Custer attempted it, up Custer Creek, and then over to the Rosebud.

How many Indians were killed in Crook’s fight?

Four. Many were wounded.

How many lodges were there?

There were very many; three or four young men in a lodge. We gave each man a willow stick in order to count them. I know we counted over 5,000, and they were not all there; many were over on Arrow Creek stealing horses from the Crows.

[CN] 3.23
 [CT] FLYING BY, MNICOUJOU LAKOTA: INTERVIEW WITH WALTER CAMP JULY 27, 1912, AT STANDING ROCK AGENCY

Walter Camp mss field notes, envelope 41 [unclassified] Indiana University, Lilly Library.

Minneconjou chiefs were Lame Deer - Tokacha Hushte, Make Room - Kiukapi (One Bull’s father), Lone Horn - HeWayzicha, Black Shield -Waha Chauka Sapa. Spotted Elk was a brother of Lone Horn and at Little Bighorn - was not a prominent man. We had a very large camp. There was no head chief of the Minneconjous, but four above in charge of the bands, all having equal authority. Hunkpapa and Blackfeet should be in one circle. Brule and Sans Arc were camped together. Oglalas were on west side of camp and Cheyennes on the north. Minneconjous were camped all along by Ford B, opposite Medicine Tail Coulee.

When first saw Custer, the soldiers were coming down the coulee toward the village. They came down to the forks of a coulee and the command divided into two parts. One of them we chased up the hill and killed most of them on east part of the ridge. (I think by forks of coulee he means the two coulees.) More Sans Arc killed than any other tribe. Sans Arc were next in numbers to the Minneconjou. They were from Cheyenne [River] Agency.

Last man killed was one who rode a horse and who fell near Sgt. Finley. And (I think Mitch Bouyer) killed where marked (M.B.). We ran a bunch of captured horses from “D” past “K” and past “G” down to the river at “Z” [see Camp’s map]. None of them were mounted, but as we got the horses to the river at “Z,” we found a dead soldier with a six-shooter but no hat. He must have run on foot from “G.” This body was within 200 feet of the river. Dog’s Backbone - Shunka Chay Koha killed where marked on map. Indian killed near Benteen’s line was Eagle Hat, a Sans Arc - Wambli Waposta.

All roving tribes staid together all summer. There should be a coulee going into the river in front of Reno’s Skirmish line, as Tom O’Neill told me. After the Little Bighorn we went up the Little Bighorn to the Big Horn Mountains, thence down the Rosebud and over to Tongue and over to mouth of Powder and from there to Beaver Creek where the whole band split up. Beaver Creek flows into the Missouri River. Just after splitting up at Beaver Creek a part [of the band] captured horses from soldiers.

[CN] 3.24
 [CT] FOOLISH ELK, OGLALA LAKOTA: NARRATIVE AS GIVEN TO WALTER MASON CAMP, SEPTEMBER 22, 1908

The following account is taken from an interview with Walter Camp in 1908, with translations being furnished by Louis Roubideaux and a Mr. Shaw. Foolish Elk was about 22 years of age at the time of the Custer fights and stated that he fought with Crazy Horse. Camp described him as an obviously intelligent man with a reputation for reliability. Camp’s notes are not portrayed as being direct quotations, but have been rewritten in Camp’s words and therefore probably contain some of Camp’s own ideas.

I have kept my editing to a minimum, insofar as the narrative portion is concerned and have added only a few comments.

Foolish Elk…talked on only one point of information at a time, sometimes at considerable length in a connected sort of way, and then would stop and wait for another question. He appeared to be indifferent to any opinion I might have as to his fund of information, and said he would tell me only what he saw or knew to be fact, and when he did not know he said so frankly and without hesitating.

He said he was in the fight against Crook on the Rosebud about a week before the Custer battle. Before the battle of the Rosebud started, they were in doubt as to the intentions of the soldiers, not knowing whether they wished to fight or make a treaty. The Indians therefore got all ready to fight and waited to see what the soldiers would do. As the soldiers started the firing, the Indians concluded that they desired to fight, and so they gave them what they appeared to want [Foolish Elk is slightly in error here. It is true that the army was in the field seeking to inflict punishment on the Indians, but it is also true that the Indians precipitated the Rosebud fight by attacking the troops. He is correct in stating that the soldiers wanted a fight]. In this fight the Indians thought they had won a victory, but it was understood that other troops were in the Indian country, and they concluded to go to the big village with Sitting Bull on the Greasy Grass Creek (Little Bighorn) without further loss of men and ammunition [Foolish Elk must not have been with Crazy Horse’s band, which had been traveling with Sitting Bull for three months]. They therefore withdrew and went over the divide to the Little Bighorn. He could not describe the exact route traveled, but did not think that Custer’s command could have followed any part of their trail except for a few miles before striking the village [this again indicates that the band with which Foolish Elk was traveling had not been part of the main village. Custer followed the trail of the several camps for many miles, starting from a point on the Rosebud].

They arrived at the village the day before the battle (June 24) [more confirmation]. There was some kind of vague report that soldiers were coming, but they did not know whether it was the command of their recent enemy, Crook (Lone Star), or Custer whom they knew as “Long Yellow Hair.” In the village there were representatives of seven tribes of the Sioux. There was not much concern about the soldiers, as the Indians thought they had enough men to whip any force that would come against them, seeing that the Indians were all together for once - all the different tribes.

On June 25 the fighting started at the Uncpapa tepees…On part of the Indians there was no organized resistance, but men from all the tribes who happened to have their horses grabbed up their guns and went up the river to join in the fight. The fight did not last long, and before the larger part of the Indians could get there, they had chased the soldiers out of the river valley and up into the bluffs. The soldiers retreated across the river at the nearest point they could reach and seemed to be in too much of a hurry to take their back trail to the ford where they had come into the valley.

Before the Indians had decided what they would do with these soldiers…a force of soldiers was seen coming from the east…These men sat on their horses and fired across the river into the village, without getting into it. He afterward heard that one man rode his horse over into the village and was killed, but he did not see him.

The Indians were now getting their horses in from the hills and soon came up in large numbers. Some crossed the stream farther down and others crossed the ford and followed on after Custer in overwhelming numbers. They could not see how such a small force of soldiers had any chance to stand against them. The Indians were between Custer and the river and all the time coming up and getting around to the east of him, passing around both his front and his rear [this would seem to indicate that Custer was moving in column at the time, not fronting in line, otherwise Foolish Elk would have said “passing around both sides of him”]. Custer was following the ridges, and the Indians were keeping abreast of him in the hollows and ravines. Personally, he was with the Indians to the east, or Custer’s right. Custer charged the Indians twice…but could not drive them away, and then the battle became furious. It did not appear to him that a stand was made by Custer’s men anywhere except at the monument. He was in the gully and saw the soldiers killed on the side hill (Keogh) as they “marched” toward the high ground at end of ridge (monument). They made no stand here, but all were going toward the high ground at end of ridge … The gray horses went up in a body; then came bay horses and men on foot all mixed together. The men on the horses did not stop to fight, but went ahead as fast as they could go. The men on foot, however, were shooting as they passed along. When the horses got to the top of the ridge the gray ones and bays became mingled, and the soldiers with them were all in confusion. The Indians were so numerous that the soldiers could not go any further, and they knew that they had to die.

He saw no man get away but had heard four different eye witnesses tell of one soldier who rode through the Indians on a very swift horse which they could not catch. They told that after chasing him for about a mile or two the soldier drew his pistol and killed himself. This they could not understand, because the man’s horse was swifter than theirs and was continually getting farther away from the pursuers. [Although this is a common story, with only the distances and directions varying, no one has ever found the body of the man in the story].

The Indians captured many horses that were not wounded, and they got much ammunition out of the saddles and out of the belts of the killed and wounded. Many squaws followed the course of the battle and stripped the dead. He did not remain to see the wounded soldiers killed, but thought most of them must have been killed before the general firing stopped. He did not know whether or not any of the dead soldiers were scalped. No soldiers, dead or alive, were taken into the village. He wanted to know why I inquired on this point. I told him that it might be supposed that some of the soldiers were taken alive and tortured. He then laughed and said that had I seen the amount of firing that was done on the battlefield I would never suppose that any of the soldiers could come out alive. I then asked him how he could account for some 18 bodies that could not be found. He said he could give no explanation, but felt sure that all would have been found had those in search of them looked far enough [Camp perpetuates the myth of over a dozen missing bodies - see Discussion 5].

On the day of the battle no Indian recognized Custer, either alive or dead. They had remembered him as a man with long hair…On the next day one of the Uncpapa men who knew him recognized him from his features, and later his horse was recognized among the captured animals. This was the sorrel horse “Dandy” with white face and white feet [actually Custer rode “Vic” that day; “Dandy” was safe with the pack train, survived the siege on the hilltop, and lived for many years afterward].

[CN] 3.25
 [CT] HARVEY A. FOX AND JOHN A. BAILEY: INTERVIEW WITH WALTER CAMP, UNDATED

Walter Camp mss field notes, envelope 44 [unclassified] Indians University, Lilly Library

Harvey A. Fox says Bob Jackson was sent back to Ft. A. Lincoln with a dispatch from the Little Missouri and did not get any farther than Powder River by June 2 Says that when Custer got to the Little Missouri he gave strict orders that there should be no unnecessary shooting about the camp. In disregard of this, Bob Jackson went down to the river and blazed away at some ducks. Custer was unable at once to contrive what form of punishment would be suitable, but finally decided to get rid of him for the time being by sending him back with a dispatch.

Harvey A. Fox, D Co., was left at the Powder River. Says Bob Jackson was sent back with dispatch from the Little Missouri and never got to the Little Bighorn. Says Cross was first to reach the Powder with one or two Rees. Cross could give no satisfactory account of the fighting, but seemed to think all were killed. Billy Cross was a half-breed Sioux. Bob Jackson was at Colorado Springs in 1899. His white wife wanted him to get away from there as he was drinking…

John A. Bailey says Bob Jackson was not at the Little Bighorn, June 25 or 26. Says that at the Little Missouri River, Reno had him, Jackson, standing on a barrel as punishment for some offense or other, and they understood that at about this time he was sent back with a dispatch [other accounts put Bob Jackson at the Little Horn].





[CN] 3.26
 [CT] JOHN FRETT: ACCOUNTS AS GIVEN TO AND PUBLISHED IN THE ST. PAUL DISPATCH AND THE CHICAGO TRIBUNE, JULY 27 & 28, 1876

John Frett was the civilian packer who accused Major Reno of drunkenness at the Reno Inquiry. Of course his testimony was refuted by all of the officers who were called as rebuttal witnesses, but it was substantiated by B.F. Churchill, another civilian employee of the expedition - and there is no doubt that Reno had some liquor on the 25th and partook of it. There are simply too many witnesses to those things to doubt that they were fact. It was pointed out by Lyman Gilbert, Reno’s counsel, that Frett’s allegation had never been heard of before his testimony. This was not true. Frett first made that allegation to a reporter from the St. Paul Dispatch, which published it on 27 July 1876. The story also appeared in the Chicago Tribune the next day, with the drunkenness spelled out instead of being couched in more gentle terms, as it had been in the Dispatch.

It is perfectly obvious that the two stories arose from the same interview and I have assumed, from the details included in and the wording of, the Tribune article, that only one reporter was involved, although it is possible that two were present. That is hardly important: it is Frett’s information which counts and I have presented it exactly as published, with a minimum of commentary.

FROM THE CHICAGO TRIBUNE 28 JULY 1876

St. Paul, July 27

John Frett, formerly a policeman in this city, recommended by his acquaintances here as reliable, furnished an account of Major Reno’s operations in the battle of the Little Big Horn, differing from all others in the assertion that Reno, from the effects of liquor, was unable to direct his command; that Captains Benteen and Weir saved all who were saved; that soldiers and others were united in accusing Reno of cowardice, and laying the responsibility of the defeat and Custer’s death to him. Frett was a train employee who came up with a train after Reno’s charge and his assertions concerning Reno are discredited by his own admission that during the day preceding the battle, for some offensive answer by him, Reno gave him a slap in the face [the slap came on the night of 25 June on the hilltop, and Frett testified that Reno spilled liquor on him at that time].

He assisted to bury the dead, and though he served in the late war, and once saw 1500 dead in a narrow space, never saw a sight so horrid. The bodies had been greatly mutilated and were in all stages of decomposition. A German born soldier named Ackerman [the identification is erroneous the only Ackerman was at Powder River] had by actual count, 75 well defined wounds in his body. His limbs were cut off.

Lt. McIntosh’s scalp was torn cut off from the forehead clear back to the neck. Many dead Indians were found and the soldiers generally believed that the Indian loss was much heavier than the whites.

FROM THE ST. PAUL DISPATCH 27 JULY 1876.

Mr. John Frett, an old St. Paulite, who has been out with Reno’s command on the Little Big Horn, has returned to the city and gives the following account of the affair, from his standpoint, to a Dispatch reporter.

The command had reached the point where Custer and Reno separated when the pack train to which Frett was attached was ordered by Custer to follow Reno’s movements [this is not correct] and to hustle up the train as quick as possible. At this time the train was about five miles in the rear of Reno’s command [very nearly correct]. Custer’s object in ordering the pack train to hurry up was because he intended to attack the Indians immediately, and it was his policy to have his command as close together as possible. When we got up to Reno we found he had made a charge and retreated, leaving Custer, who had charged through the Indian camp for two miles [not correct], to the mercy of the Indians.

We corralled about three-quarters of an hour after, just on the hill in rear of Reno’s troops, and never saw Reno any more until dusk, when he was not fit for anything [this is the imputation of drunkenness, which this reporter chose to word thusly]. We built breastworks that night out of pack saddles, rails, and everything else we could make available.

On the next morning, the 26th, firing commenced again and was kept up during the day. All this was done under the orders of Benteen and Weir, Reno not making his appearance at all.

At nine o’clock [on the 27th] we received the news that Custer and his whole force had been slaughtered two miles west of our position. If it had not been for Benteen and Weir the same fate would have been ours, for we owe no thanks whatever to Reno.

On the morning of the 27th, a few shots were fired from the Indian camp on our men. We were camped on the side of a hill, in a space of about 400 feet square, where the Indians could almost shut their eyes and pick us off [I have not seen any other reference to firing on the morning of the 27th, even “a few shots.” Frett may mean the 26th, but there was more firing then, from all accounts, than he describes].

Between ten and twelve o’clock [on the 26th] the Indians, who had evidently been made aware of the approach of General Terry’s forces, retreated, and soon there was not one to be seen. In this fight one of my best friends, Frank C. Mann, was killed.

After the retreat of the Indians we were ordered to go over the field and gather the utensils and other articles for the use of the sick and wounded. In going over the portion where Custer and his men laid, I saw a sight I hope never to witness again. I have seen over 2,000 dead lying on a field of battle, but never have I seen anything like the appearance of the dead on this field. Bodies in every stage of decomposition and mutilated in the most shocking manner. In one ravine we came across sixteen dead Indians and a short distance further on, in a tepee, we found nine more, while a little further on lay eight or ten dead Indians who had evidently been wounded and crawled there to die.

Among the bodies whom I recognized was a German named Ackerman, a friend of mine, whose body, by actual count, had seventy wounds in it, besides having his limbs all cut off. It was a shocking sight [the only Ackerman in the regiment was at Powder River. I have been unable to identify the soldier to whom Frett refers].

Lieutenant McIntosh was scalped clear from his forehead to the back of his neck, and he was otherwise horribly mutilated. These are only a few of the horrible sights witnessed by the men whose duty compelled them to pass over the bloody field.

The body of Bloody Knife, one of Custer’s Indian scouts, was literally hacked to pieces, as you would cut up a log.

In answer to a question from the reporter Mr. Frett says that General Reno [Reno had been brevetted Brigadier General of Volunteers during the War and was entitled to be addressed by that title, although hardly anyone did so] never went near Custer’s battlefield until he was ordered by Gen. Terry to do so, in order to superintend the decent interment of the unfortunate victims.

Mr. F. says it was the general opinion among the men that Sitting Bull had been killed, as a soldier of the Second cavalry had brought into camp a pair of bracelets and other articles which it is well known that redoubtable chief was in the habit of wearing.

Mr. Frett applied for his discharge to Gen. Terry, which was granted on account of sickness in his family. He says if he ever goes up to the Indian country again it must be under another commander than Reno.

[CN] 3.27
 [CT] JOHN FRETT: TESTIMONY AT THE RENO COURT OF INQUIRY, 1879

John Frett was a civilian quartermaster employee, present at the Little Horn as a mule-packer and fought in the Hilltop Fight. He is best known for a confrontation he allegedly had with Major Reno on the night of 25 June and that confrontation was the subject of his testimony at the Reno Court of Inquiry. Another account, taken from a then current newspaper, is reproduced in Appendix 3.26. His testimony speaks for itself and is reproduced in toto below. I have added some punctuation, corrected some grammar and added a few notes where I thought they might be useful.

After being duly sworn, Frett testified as follows:

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) State your name, occupation and residence.

A) John Frett. I am proprietor of the Commercial Hotel and Billiard Room at St. Paul, Minnesota.

Q) Were you present with the 7th Cavalry, or any part of it, at the Battle of the Little Big Horn, on the 25th and 26th of June 1876?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) In what capacity were you there?

A) As a citizen packer.

Q) What were your duties as packer?

A) To take care of the mules, and pack and unpack them.

Q) Had you considerable experience in that?

A) Well, middling [his experience is not known].

Q) On the morning of the 25th of June, did you see the cavalry horses, most of them?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) What condition were they in?

A) They seemed in pretty good condition.

Q) How were the mules?

A) They were in average good condition.

Q) Did any of them have to be left on the road?

A) Not there.

Q) Were there any horses left on the road?

A) I think there was one shot on the 25th; that was all that was left.

Q) Where did the pack train march?

A) We generally followed up in rear of the column.

Q) How does a pack train march usually, scattered out or closed up?

A) When they are packed, there is a bell horse ahead which somebody rides and the mules and the packers go behind driving them.

Q) On the morning of the 25th, where was it that you first heard of the engagement? What word came to you?

A) We had several reports come which did not prove to be true till, I can’t say the time exactly, but as near as I can guess, it must have been between eleven and one, when we got the first report. We were at the watering place near the tepee, the last tepee that was there before we got to the battlefield - the one with the dead Indian in it - when a sergeant came from some company of the 7th Cavalry, I don’t know what company, and said we should hurry up, that General Custer was attacking the Indians.

Q) Who gave you the order?

A) We got our orders from the chief packer.

Q) Who did he get his orders from?

A) Sometimes direct from General Custer and sometimes from Major Reno.

Q) Did Captain Mathey have anything to do with pack train?

A) I know him. I don’t know that he had much to do with us [Mathey was the officer in charge of the train].

Q) Were there any soldiers with the pack train?

A) Some discharged soldiers [there were assigned troopers from each company - see Appendix 5.17].

Q) Was there a company of soldiers with the pack train that day?

A) Yes, sir [B Company, the rear guard].

Q) How far did you move from the watering place till you halted?

A) That I can’t tell.

Q) Where did you go and what did you do?

A) We must have gone two and a half or three miles when we halted, and were ordered ahead again.

Q) What did you halt for?

A) To get them [the pack mules] all together.

Q) How fast did you go?

A) As fast as the mules could walk.

Q) Were you pushing them?

A) We were driving them along. We did not trot them any.

Q) Where did you go then?

A) We started towards the big hill. Before we got to the river and when we got about half way, orders were we should return.

Q) Was that the big hill where you met the command?

A) It was where we met a large part of the command. Major Reno’s and Captain Benteen’s commands were both there.

Q) From there you moved down the river and back again?

A) Yes, sir [this was the Weir advance].

Q) Where did you move back to? Near the place you stopped first?

A) Right at the place we stopped.

Q) After you got back what occurred? Was there any fighting?

A) We could see Indians around us firing. They were pushing us pretty hard; we were corralled there.

Q) Tell what you did with the pack train, when you came back.

A) After we put it in that place, we got orders to unpack and put the packs into breastworks.

Q) What was done with the packs?

A) Put into breastworks - every pack that was there was put in.

Q) Could you see what the troops were doing and what were you doing?

A) We were busy unpacking the mules and putting things in shape, as we were ordered to, and the troops were fighting.

Q) Did you see Major Reno during the fighting that afternoon?

A) I did not.

Q) Did you see any officers down there?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) What orders did they give?

A) We had no orders except to unpack the mules and put the packs into breastworks.

Q) Did anybody come there and order the men on the line?

A) Yes, sir, several of the officers, Lieutenant Edgerly and Lieutenant Varnum and Lieutenant Mathey, and I think Captain French and Captain Benteen and Captain Weir, but they did not come in to order the men out. They were generally on the line fighting. On the northeast corner was where I saw Captain Benteen.

Q) You don’t mean that those [were] all [who] came there, but that you saw those officers?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) I refer to the officers who came there.

A) Lieutenants Varnum, Mathey and Edgerly.

Q) For what purpose did they come, what did they say?

A) They did not say much to us. Lieutenant Edgerly encouraged the boys and told them not to be discouraged, that it would come out all right.

Q) Were you ordered to go on the line, or were you engaged in other duties?

A) At the time Lieutenant Edgerly was there I was holding my horse and two or three others.

Q) What became of your horse?

A) He was shot.

Q) When did you first see Major Reno on the 25th of June?

A) In the evening after the firing ceased.

Q) Go on and tell just what occurred, what you said, where it was, what was said and done, and every fact in regard to it, according to your own knowledge.

A) In the evening after the firing ceased I went over towards where I had put the packs in the breastworks. I passed an officer but did not notice him till I was almost in front of him when I turned and saw it was Major Reno. I saluted him and said, “Good evening.” The first he said was, “Are the mules tight?” I said, “Tight? What do you mean by tight?” He said, “Tight, God damn you!” and with that slapped me in the face with his hand. Then he took a carbine and leveled it at me and said, “I will shoot you’ At that time a friend of mine named Churchill pulled me back and that was the last I saw of Major Reno till the next day some time.

Q) Did you notice anything in respect to Major Reno’s condition there, by act or word?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Tell what it was.

A) He had a bottle of whiskey in his hand and as he slapped me the whiskey flew over me and he staggered. If any other man was in the condition he was, I should call him drunk.

Q) For what purpose were you going over to where the packs were?

A) We went to get blankets and something to eat.

Q) Why did you go there for it?

A) We had nothing [to eat] that day and we had no blankets. I had lost my horse, and everything I had was stolen. I wanted something to lay on, and that was why I went there.

Q) What else did you lose?

A) I lost my blankets, two shirts, a pair of pants and a blouse.

Q) Where did you go after leaving the place where Major Reno slapped you?

A) I went back to where Wagner, the chief packer was. He was wounded there.

Q) Did you get anything to eat that night?

A) One of the packers opened a box of hardtack which he brought in, that was all we got.

Q) How long had you been under Major Reno’s command as commanding officer, if you know, up to the time this difficulty occurred? Who was the commanding officer of the expedition?

A) General Custer.

Q) You were not with Major Reno’s command till after you came on the hill that day, as I understand?

A) No, sir, we only followed it up.

Q) You joined it there?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Had he ever said anything to you before that, or had any difficulty with you?

A) Never. All I knew of him was when we used to break in the mules to packing, he and Quartermaster Nowlan used to come over and see us. There was where I saw him, what I did see of him.

Q) State how long you continued in the employ there as packer with that command.

A) I applied for a discharge about the first of July, on the Yellowstone.

Q) Were you with the pack train at that time going back?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) What kind of a discharge did you get?

A) An honorable discharge.

Q) Have you ever been in the service as a soldier?

A) Yes, sir, three years and four months.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) When was it that Lieutenant Edgerly came over to the pack train and talked to the men there?

A) On the afternoon of the 25th sometime.

Q) Was that the same afternoon that Captain Benteen came there?

A) I don’t recollect that Captain Benteen was there at all.

Q) What other officers came over to the pack train that afternoon?

A) Lieutenant Wallace came over and got a lunch and went away again and told the boys to go into the line and fight as much as they could, and encouraged them and then Lieutenant Mathey and Captain French, I think, I am not sure, were over there.

Q) Did not Captain Benteen come over there and drive out a lot of skulkers?

A) Not to my knowledge.

Q) Are you positive he did not?

A) I did not see him.

Q) Could he come there and drive out skulkers without your seeing him?

A) Not very well.

Q) Do you say he did not come?

A) I can’t say. I can’t give a positive answer to that.

Q) You say he could not have been there and driven out skulkers without your seeing him?

A) I think I would have seen him if he had been there.

Q) Do you say he was not there?

A) I can’t give a positive answer. Such a thing might happen and I not see it.

Q) There had been officers over that afternoon to drive soldiers to their duty?

A) Not to my knowledge.

Q) Had there been officers there before dark to send men back to their duty?

A) Not to my knowledge.

Q) Then none of the officers went to the pack train to have the men come back and do their duty on the line?

A) I don’t know about that. There was one man said they wanted him to go out. He said he was not hired to go on the line to fight, that he was a citizen packer. That is what he told me and that is all I know about it.

Q) Don’t you know there was a good deal of trouble and a good deal of complaint of men stealing in the pack train?

A) No, sir.

Q) Do you know there was a good deal of complaint in regard to stealing?

A) No, sir, not in the pack train, we got our rations regular.

Q) Don’t you know some of the officers lost things, by theft, from the pack train?

A) No, sir.

Q) Major Reno smacked you in the face?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) He was not a coward then, was he?

A) I don’t know whether I have a right to answer that question or not.

Q) Do you say that after an affront like that you have no bitter feelings toward Major Reno?

A) No, sir, not in a place like this [the court].

Q) How often have you and Churchill talked this matter over?

A) We talked it over twice before our discharge, and talked it over this morning.

Q) Did you talk it over yesterday?

A) No, sir.

Q) Was it not your memory yesterday that the time you received knowledge of this fighting and the time you set forward to meet Major Reno was between eleven and twelve o’clock?

A) I don’t know anything of the kind.

Q) Did you not have that impression yesterday?

A) No, sir.

Q) Have you made no alterations since yesterday in the time?

A) No, sir.

Q) Had you and Churchill agreed in your statements?

A) No, sir, I generally go by my own knowledge.

Q) Major Reno was quite drunk, was he?

A) I would call a man drunk in the condition he was in.

Q) Would you say he was very drunk?

A) I would.

Q) Did he stagger and stammer?

A) Yes, sir, his language was not very plain.

Q) How long do you suppose it would take a man as drunk as he was to get over it?

A) That depends on circumstances.

Q) I ask you as an expert.

A) If a man still keeps at it he will never get over it, if he stops he will get over it finally.

Q) Did you see any evidence the next morning of his having been drunk?

A) I did not see him the next morning, I saw him in the afternoon again.

Q) Did you see any evidence of his being drunk at all except in that interview?

A) Does that cover all the time I have been with him?

Q) No, that time.

A) That was the only time I saw him drunk there.

Q) Where were you going when you met him?

A) I made the statement that I went to where we had the packs to get a blanket and something to eat.

Q) By whose order did you go?

A) By the chief packer’s. He said to go and see if we could get something to eat.

Q) When Major Reno met you did he not say something about rations being stolen?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did he not say there were thefts of some things from the packs?

A) No, sir, he could not say that.

Q) Was he incapable of that amount of speech?

A) Not easily.

Q) He was pretty drunk according to your knowledge?

A) Yes, sir, pretty drunk.

Q) Almost incapable of walking?

A) He braced himself against a pack.

Q) Where did he go after that?

A) I don’t know. I went away. I did not like the looks of his gun.

Q) Toward what part of the line did he go?

A) I did not see him go away from there. I went away.

Q) Did he stand till you went away or did he move first?

A) Churchill and I went away and left Major Reno there.

Q) Did you hear afterwards where he went?

A) No, sir, I did not look after him.

Q) For all you know he remained there all night?

A) Yes, sir, he might have remained there.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) How many citizen packers were employed in that train that Captain McDougall was bringing up [McDougall was the commander of the rear guard]?

A) There were five or six altogether [various people have various estimates – see Appendix 5.17].

Q) Were the balance of the men in with the pack train soldiers, or citizens?

A) Soldiers.

Q) What were your duties as a packer in regard to fighting or anything of that sort?

A) We had no orders in regard to fighting, and we had no weapons except revolvers.

Q) None of the citizen packers had any weapons except revolvers?

A) No, sir.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) Major Reno was not only very drunk but had a bottle of whiskey with him?

A) It was either a bottle or a little jug. Anyway the whiskey flew over me when he struck me.

Q) What is an honorable discharge for a packer?

A) Generally when a citizen packer is discharged and gets his pay as agreed upon, we call it an honorable discharge.

Q) When he is paid and dismissed?

A) Yes, sir.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) Were you discharged from the service as a soldier?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did you get an honorable discharge?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) And you consider your discharge as a packer in the same way?

A) Yes, sir.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) You had something to attest your discharge as a soldier?

A) Yes, sir. I had my discharge.

Q) Do you mean that a discharge as a packer gives a man a certificate of good character?

A) No, sir, not at all.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) What was your discharge - from the regular army or the volunteer service?

A) From the volunteer service.

Questions by the Court:

Q) Did you know who stole your clothing?

A) No, sir, I would give ten dollars for a memorandum book I lost.

Q) Did you ever find out?

A) No, sir.

Q) Why did you expect to find any blankets down there?

A) The blankets that were under the pack saddles were down there.

Captain Benteen was then recalled as a rebuttal witness by Mr. Gilbert and gave testimony that he had indeed gone to the area of the packs to drive out skulking soldiers, not once by several times also that there were numerous thefts, including “everything I had.” The complete testimony of Captain Benteen is contained in Appendix 3.4.

[CN] 3.28
 [CT] GALL, HUNKPAPA LAKOTA: TWO NARRATIVES FROM THE TENTH ANNIVERSARY REUNION OF THE FIGHTS ON THE LITTLE HORN JUNE 25 AND JULY 14, 1886

One of the most famous of the Sioux participants in the fights was Gall, a Hunkpapa chief who has been made into a prominent player by the writings of Edward Godfrey and who may have played a major role in the fights - unlike many others whose importance has been blown far out of proportion. There is some debate among researchers and among Indian accounts of Gall’s actual prominence.

Godfrey used Gall as a primary source for the Custer fight and Indian actions in his “Custer’s Last Battle” [see Appendix 3.37& refer to B7.103] and it is principally from that opus that we have come to know Gall’s version of events. However, Gall left a few other reminiscences behind, including two accounts which appeared in newspapers covering the tenth anniversary of the Little Horn battle and these are reproduced here with a minimum of editing and commentary. They are so similar that it is almost certain that they are the result of interviews with, and were written by, a single reporter. It is somewhat difficult to swallow Gall’s stories whole, just as it is with the stories of other participants. It is best to take them in concert with all of the accounts from Sioux and Cheyenne survivors and to then discard the most obvious misstatements. Gall’s accounts of what the Indians saw and knew of Custer’s movements are patently ridiculous and have been totally disproved. Had the hostile warriors in fact known of the 7th’s approach, they would have moved their women and children to a place of safety, posted a strong force as guard for them, driven in their ponies and met the soldiers somewhere down Ash Creek. They never would have sat still, doing absolutely nothing, for the three hours between the regiment’s crossing of the divide and Reno’s charge down the bottom. To suggest otherwise is absolutely insane. There are several other major errors in Gall’s various statements which will be obvious to the reader who studies the accounts closely.

We do not know the circumstances of the making of the statements, nor who translated them for the reporter(s).

GALL’S STATEMENT MADE AT THE CUSTER BATTLEFIELD 25 JUNE 1886.

…Early in the day the great Sioux Chief went over the entire field and described in an intelligent and straightforward manner the exact place in which Custer’s command was destroyed. Curley, the Crow scout, who was in reality the only survivor of all who marched into the valley of the Little Big Horn with Custer, was also present, but Gall turned his back on Curley and said: “He ran away too soon in the fight.” Gall is a powerful, fine-looking specimen of the red race, 46 years old, and weighs over two hundred pounds. He first appeared reticent, and was inclined to act sullen, but when he stood on the spot which formed the last sight of Custer on earth his dark eyes lightened with fire, he became earnestly communicative, and he told all he knew without restraint. His dignified countenance spoke truthfulness, and there is little doubt but that the true history of that dreadful day is at last made known.

Gall’s narrative was as follows: “We saw the soldiers early in the morning crossing the divide. When Reno and Custer separated, we watched them until they came down into the valley. A cry was raised that the white men soldiers were coming, and orders were given for the village to move immediately. Reno swept down so rapidly on the upper end that the Indians were forced to fight. Sitting Bull and I were at the point where Reno attacked. Sitting Bull was big medicine. The women and children were hastily moved down stream where the Cheyennes were camped. The Sioux attacked Reno, and the Cheyennes, Custer, and then all became mixed up. The women and children caught the horses for the bucks to mount them; the bucks mounted and charged back Reno and checked him, and drove him into the timber.

The soldiers tied their horses to trees and came back and fought on foot. As soon as Reno was beaten and driven back across the river, the whole force turned upon Custer and fought him until they destroyed him. Custer did not reach the river, but was met about a half a mile up a ravine, now called Reno creek [Medicine Tail]. They fought the soldiers and beat them back step by step until all were killed.”

One of Reno’s officers confirms this by saying: “After we were driven back to the hill where the stand was made, there was an interval of over an hour that we had no fighting. This gave us an opportunity to shelter our horses in a ravine and partially intrench ourselves. It was probably during this interval of quiet on Reno’s part that the Indians massed on Custer and annihilated him.”

The Indians ran out of ammunition and their arrows they fired from behind their horses. The soldiers got shells stuck in their guns and had to throw them away [see Appendix 4.10 discussing extractor failure]. They then fought with little guns - pistols. The Indians were in coulees behind and in front of Custer as he moved up the ridge to take position, and were just as many as the grass.

“The first two companies, Keogh and Calhoun, dismounted, and fought on foot. They never broke, but retired step by step until forced back to the ridge upon which all finally perished. They were shot down in line where they stood. Keogh’s company rallied by company and were all killed in a bunch.”

This statement seems borne out by the facts, as thirty bodies of Keogh’s troops were found piled in a heap. The warriors directed a special fire against the troopers who held the horses, while the others fought. As soon as a holder was killed, by moving blankets and great shouting the horses were stampeded, which made it impossible for the soldiers to escape. Afterward the soldiers fought desperately and hard, and never surrendered.

“They fought strong - they fought in line along the ridge. As fast as the men fell the horses were herded and driven toward the squaws and old men, who gathered them up. When Reno attempted to find Custer by throwing out a skirmish line, Custer and all with him were dead.” When the skirmishers reached a high point overlooking Custer’s field, the Indians were galloping around and over the wounded, dying, and dead, popping bullets and arrows into them. “When Reno made his attack at the upper end he killed my two squaws and three children, which made my heart bad. I then fought with the hatchet” – which means, of course, mutilating. “The soldiers ran out of ammunition early in the day. Their supply of cartridges was in the saddle-pockets of their stampeded horses. The Indians then ran up to the soldiers and butchered them with hatchets. A lot of horses ran away and jumped into the river, but were caught by the squaws. Eleven Indians were killed in Reno creek, and several Indians fell over and died. Only forty-three Indians were killed altogether, but a great many wounded ones came across the river and died in the rushes. Some soldiers got away, and ran down a ravine, crossed the river, came back again, and were killed. We had Ogallalas, Minneconjous, Brules, Teton; Uncpapa Sioux, Cheyennes, Arapahoes, and Gros Ventres.

When the big dust came in the air down the river (meaning Terry and Gibbon), we struck our lodges and went up a creek toward the White Rain mountains. Big Horn ranges covered with snow. We waited there four days and then went over to Wolf mountains.”

This ended Gall’s narrative. It brings out many new facts and corrects some others. It has been popularly supposed that Custer entered the river, but such was not the case, as the bodies found on the Little Horn were those of a few stampeded soldiers. …

GALL’S NARRATIVE FILED FROM FORT CUSTER, MONTANA, 18 JULY 1886

Much of the history connected with the true fate of Gen. Custer and those who marched with him into the valley of the Little Big Horn on that fateful June morning ten years ago would no doubt forever have remained a mystery had not Gall, the great Sioux chief who commanded on that day, consented to revisit the scene of the terrible disaster, and tell all he knew of it according to the red man’s side of the case…

Anyone present with Gall at the Custer battlefield on the morning of June 25 last could see at a glance that the chief was telling the truth…When he stood on the spot from which Custer gazed his last on earth, and glanced up and down the valley of the Little Big Horn, once tenanted with thousands of lodges belonging to his people, one could readily see that the old man was visibly affected…His gaze remained long and fixed on the little grove of timber which marked the point where Reno made his unsuccessful attack on the upper end of the village.

“What is it, Gall?” inquired one of the officers present. “Why do you look so earnestly in that direction?”

“My two squaws and three children were killed there by the pale-faced warriors, and it made my heart bad. After that I killed all my enemies with the hatchet.”

Many new facts were brought to light by the visit of the chief who was the leading factor in the destruction of Custer and his troopers; and many popular errors were corrected which were about to go down into history as indisputable truths. The new points brought out were: That Sitting Bull personally had little or nothing to do with the fight. He was a medicine man of the Sioux, and was in his lodge at the time making medicine for the destruction of the whites and the success of the reds. As the battle (or massacre, whichever, you please) turned out favorably for the Indians and to the confusion of their Indians, Sitting Bull at once became the great medicine man of all the tribes, and was from that time forth a leading spirit among them. His prowess as a fighter is simply a creation of the white man’s brain and nothing else. When the warriors sallied out to attack the troops, he was really left behind to make medicine and to look after the women and children. If he has any latent fighting qualities, or abilities as a great leader, his kinsmen don’t know it, nor does anybody else. Crow King (who died at Standing Rock agency a few years ago) was really the adjutant general of the campaign, and Gall was unquestionably the leader who executed the details and led the young bucks on.

Another correction was made of the popular error that Gen. Custer actually reached the Little Big Horn river, entered same, and was beaten back in mid stream. In fact, they never came in sight of it again after descending the divide leading into the valley of the Little Big Horn. Gen. Custer was attacked fully three-quarters of a mile back from the river, near the crest of the ridge lining the coulee he was descending, and was forced back step by step, at right angles to his former course, to the summit now crowned by the battle monument where all finally perished. Gall went with the writer and pointed out the exact spot where Gen. Custer…some 300 Or 400 yards ahead of his command, and alone with his orderly, was slowly descending this coulee toward the river; but when he came in sight of some Indians off to the left and near the high knoll where Benteen came in sight of the Custer field later on, his pace became slower and his actions more cautious, and finally he paused altogether to await the coming up of the command. This was the nearest point any of Custer’s party ever got to the river. Gall says that he (Gall) had three Indians with him, and that he sat down on a mound some six hundred yards away, in full sight of the troops, and watched the soldiers file slowly down the ravine…Gall is of the opinion that when Custer slowed his pace and finally halted, the latter began to suspect he was in a bad scrape. From that time on Custer acted on the defensive…The false supposition that the soldiers were not seen until they crossed the divide, who avers that both Reno and Custer had been watched for some hours before they separated to make their respective attacks. Neither Benteen with his three companies nor McDougall with the pack train had been spied else it had gone hard with them [Gall does not say how the Indians could have watched Reno and Custer since before they crossed the divide and “for some hours before they separated” without noticing Benteen and McDougall. Remember that the regiment was together until just after crossing the divide, and that McDougall and the pack train could certainly be seen following down the valley of Ash Creek, even if far behind Reno and Custer, by anyone posted in a position to watch the movements of the latter]. Still another point was made clear in regard to the possible fortune of the day had the soldiers never divided, but made the attack together in one grand sweep down upon the village. The great war chief set all doubts at rest on this point by declaring that “his warriors were just as many as the grass;” and that the consequent result would have been that all would have been killed instead of only a portion. Therefore whatever may be said of the cowardice of Reno [a most interesting characterization, in light of the Reno Court’s findings], it is certain he acted wisely in remaining so close behind his trenches. Gall says that only two companies of Custer’s command kept any sort of formation at all and from all that could be gathered from the Indian, coupled with what was read from the ground as from an open page, it would appear that Calhoun’s men died fighting as skirmishers, while Keogh rallied his company, which was all killed in a bunch. The other companies broke, were shot down individually as they fled in confusion from the field. considering the point where Custer was first attacked, it would also seem that Calhoun’s and Keogh’s troops were the first to fall, being nearest the original point of attack; and that Gen. Custer and the others, retreating step by step, were the last to die on the summit where the monument now stands. As a matter of fact, the true condition of affairs was exactly the opposite. The error would never have been cleared up had not Gall contradicted it flatly and positively. He says Calhoun, Keogh and Crittenden (the latter was with Calhoun and fell with him) were the last of all to die. When the broken companies fled in disarray to the high point with the intention of escaping over the other side, they were met by hordes of savages who had swarmed up that coulee, ready for the emergency which really did happen. Therefore, Custer personally and those with him were probably the very first ones to fall in the day, and Calhoun and Keogh, taken on both flanks, jammed in between two galling fires and numerous cross fires, and with all possible avenues of escape cut off, had nothing else to do but fight it out in line until the last trooper had fallen in his tracks. It was made clear that the Sioux, particularly the old men, women, and young bucks, held Reno in check, while the Cheyennes did all the bloody work at the lower end of the field. Gall asserts that the Great Spirit was present riding over the field, mounted on a coal black pony and urging the braves on.

The following are a few of the questions put to Gall as he rode over the field, with the answers given verbatim by him.

“How long before all the soldiers were killed?”

The chief made the sign of the white man’s dinner time which means noon, and then with his finger cut a half, which would signify half an hour consumed in slaughtering everybody [or perhaps half the afternoon].

“Did the red men shoot guns or arrows?”

“Both. We soon shot all our cartridges, and then shot arrows and used our war clubs.”

“Did the soldiers have plenty of ammunition?”

“No. They shot away all that they had. The horses ran away, carrying in the saddle pockets a heap more. The soldiers threw their guns aside, and fought with little guns.” (Pistols.)

…“How many Indians were killed?”

“Eleven down in that creek, (now called Reno Creek) four over there and two in that coulee.”

“How many were killed altogether?”

“Forty-three in all. A great many crossed the river and died in the rushes. They died every day. Nearly as many died each day as were killed in the fight. We buried them in trees and on the scaffolds going up Lodge Pole Creek toward the White Rain mountains.”

“How many different tribes were in the fight?”

“Uncpapa, Minneconjou, Ogallala, Brule, Teton, Santee and Yanktonnais Sioux, Blackfeet, Cheyennes, Arapahoes, and a few Gros Ventres.”

…“Did Custer get near the river?”

“No.”

“Then how came the dead bodies of soldiers on the river’s bank where we think the white chief crossed or attempted to cross?”

…“They were soldiers who fled down another coulee, crossed the river lower down, were chased up stream again toward the village, driven back into the river, and killed on this side.”

“Did you kill any soldiers?”

“Yes, I killed a great many. I killed them all with the hatchet; I did not use a gun…”

[CN] 3.29
 [CT] F. I. GEIST: INTERVIEW WITH WALTER CAMP, UNDATED

Walter Camp mss field notes, Box 2, Folder 10, Battle of Little Bighorn 1876, Lilly Library, University of Indiana

Two companies of 17th Infantry left at Powder River with wagon train. I Co. 6th Infantry along and went on steamer. Camp was on south side of the Yellowstone, just below the mouth of Powder, on big flat, among many of the new rattlesnakes. Recruits had no horses leaving Ft. Lincoln and walked out, catching rides on wagons some of the time. Many of the men left at Powder were left there by reason of being without mounts [these were mostly the recruits]. Third day out a wagon tipped over containing Capt. Benteen’s private property and spilled some of his cherry brandy. Custer had his pack of greyhounds along.

When got into the bad lands, the band boys got tired of playing and pretended to have got sand in their instruments; so, on occasion Custer put them at pick and shovel with the pioneer corps. Band was mounted and remained at Powder River with their horses. Sure Botzer was Acting First Sergeant from time left Ft. Lincoln. Says DeRudio the only one in regiment who carried saber. Custer had no sword. Carried a rifle.

[CN] 3.30
 [CT] FREDERIC F. GERARD: NARRATIVE OF 1909

Fred Gerard corresponded with Walter Camp in 1909 and gave Camp a much more comprehensive narrative, including a lot of personal background information, than that which formed part of the Arikara Narrative. Although this 1909 account offers a greater wealth of anecdotal detail, it does not differ appreciably from the earlier story insofar as commonalities are concerned. There are however, sufficient new and interesting points to justify reproduction of portions of the account.

I have done much editing and selecting of material, but nothing of any importance to the study of the fights on the Little Horn has been omitted. Fred Gerard’s words are compelling and straightforward, and require little in the way of comment or explanation.

I had a conversation with Custer one night before we reached Yellowstone. Custer said he would have some Gatlings along, and if he got within range of a village he would make short work of it. I told him “General, don’t you be deceived in believing you can get Indians to stand while you grind out shots with a Gatling. I would advise you to leave Gatlings behind and take a twelve-pounder that will throw shells. Then if you get within a mile or two of an Indian camp, you can make them scatter pretty lively.”

Before we had proceeded far in the expedition, General Terry called me into consultation regarding the Indians and asked me how many I expected to encounter. I told him a good many Indians had left the reservations and that if all these united with the hostiles in one band, they would probably have a force of 4,000 warriors; that they were hard fighters, well armed and well supplied with ammunition and provisions and would undoubtedly show fight if overtaken…I told him that if met by a column of soldiers strong enough to defeat them they would scatter, rendezvous on the Powder, and probably make a break for the British possessions…

When we went into camp early on the morning of June 25 in the woods, in sort of a narrow valley some miles east of the divide, I threw myself on the ground and soon fell asleep. I had not slept long, however, before General Custer came up and touched me with his foot, waking me up and saying: “Gerard, get up. Some of the scouts have come in from the high point, and I think we should go up there.” General Custer now told his brother Tom not to move the command from where it was until further orders. We went up to the high mountain peak, which was about thirteen miles east of the Little Bighorn, and through my glasses I made out a pony herd on the hills or table land beyond that stream. I could distinctly see a large dark spot, or mass, and could even see dust rising, from which I concluded that I was looking at a herd of ponies that were being driven. This was now some hours after daylight, and the light was strong and the atmosphere very clear. I have heard General Custer criticized for not sending Herendeen to scout Tullock’s fork. General Custer did not overlook this, and the subject came up for discussion while we were on the divide. From the Crow’s Nest we had a good view of the valley of Tullock’s Creek, which takes its rise not far from where we were. We could see all over that part of the country, and as no trail led that way we concluded there were no Indians in that part of the country. Not long after this General Custer, finding that the Indian scouts had discovered us, decided to attack the camp that day, and I presume that he saw the futility of sending a scout through a valley where we knew there were no Indians to inform General Terry of that fact after he (Custer) would have made the attack…When we got within two or three miles of Ford A, we could see a big dust over in the valley of Little Bighorn, there being a north wind, and this gave the impression that the Indians were fleeing north…I told him [Cooke] that Reno and his battalion had forded and that the Indians were coming up the valley to meet him, and I thought the General ought to know that the Indians were showing fight instead of running away. He said: “All right, Gerard, you go ahead, and I will go back and report. “I turned and rode back toward the river, and before I reached it met a mounted soldier hurrying east…

Reno had now arrived at the point of timber, and here he dismounted and threw out a skirmish line across the valley. The horses were led into the timber. Charlie Reynolds and I…went out and took station just in rear of the skirmish line, where it rested on the timber, to watch the firing, which lasted about five minutes. The Sioux began passing around the left line and turning to our rear, and the men soon broke from the line and went into the woods. As Major Reno left the line and passed into the timber, I saw him put a bottle of whisky to his mouth and drink the whole contents. The men ran into the timber pell mell, and all resistance to the Sioux had ceased.

In the timber all was confusion…The Sioux had closed in and were firing into the timber more or less at random from the south and the northwest. Toward the west the bank or bench leading up to the level of the prairie rather protected the timber from firing in that direction, as no firing low enough could be made on the timber from that direction…

It occurred to me then, and I am still of the same opinion, that this timber was a splendid place for defense, and that Reno made a terrible blunder in not remaining right there…It is certain that if Reno had held out against these Indians, hundreds of them would have remained to hold him in the timber, and Custer would have had a better show at the other end of the village.

Benteen’s command, now but two miles away and advancing toward the sound of the firing, would have made the issue still more interesting. Reno, however, seeing no support from the rear, lost his head, if he had any, and suddenly decided to run the gauntlet of the Sioux. In less than five minutes after entering the timber the men began to bolt from it in disorder and spur their horses toward Ford A. Some left the timber from the south side and some up the bank at the west…

[Gerard then relates details of his being left in the timber with Billy Jackson, Lieutenant DeRudio and Private Thomas O’Neill. He covers the events of the 25th of June and tells how he and Jackson tried to get across to Reno’s position but were unable to do so. His story continues on the morning of the 26th].

…Slept until 10 a.m. This was about two miles or 2 1/2 miles from the Reno corral.

When we woke up, we could hear firing and see the flashing of guns all around Reno’s position. We remained here all day. Along toward evening, June 26, we heard Indians talking and sound getting nearer…we discovered Sioux in a gully facing our position and quite near…It soon appeared that they were acting as a flank guard for the village which was on the move up the valley. The great horde of warriors and ponies and squaws and children passed so close to us that we could plainly see wounded warriors on travois and dead warriors thrown across and tied to the backs of horses. Above all the noise and rattle and the hum of voices and cries of children we could hear the death chanting of the squaws.

As soon as darkness came on, we set out in the direction of the point where we had seen the fighting during the day…When we got near, I yelled out, “Hello, hello there” and instantly heard guns click all around and “Hello, hello, who are you?” I yelled back “Gerard”…Before we got up to them, we found a dead Indian. We reached the line at 11 p.m…They threw a blanket over me and I slept until about 10:00 a.m. June 27…I volunteered to assist Dr. Porter…

On the next day, June 28, I accompanied the troops to the Custer battlefield, when the dead were buried. Major Reno instructed me to select some high point and keep a constant lookout for Indians in all directions to avoid any chance of surprise while the men were burying the dead. The men proceeded over the battlefield in formation much like a skirmish line, so as not to overlook any of the scattering dead. As they came to bodies, dirt and sod were thrown over them lightly as they lay. No graves were dug except for the corpse of General Custer. Identification of the bodies of enlisted men was not attempted, but a good deal of effort was made to find the bodies of all the officers, but there was not entire success in this.

I was present with the group of officers when the bodies of General Custer and Captain Custer were buried. The horror of sight and feeling over the bodies of all these brave men after lying in the hot sun for three days I will not attempt to describe. The eyes of surviving comrades were filled with tears, and throats were choked with grief unspeakable. The stench of dead men was nauseating…

After we had got back to Fort Lincoln…I went aboard the steamer to pay my respects to General Terry…as a parting word, he said, in the presence of several officers: “Mr. Gerard, I recall very well certain remarks of yours at the outset of the campaign, and particularly your estimate of the fighting strength of the Indians. Had I known you as well then as I do now, the operations of the campaign would have been conducted on a different plan.” One of the officers who heard this took occasion later to say to me privately that he considered that a remarkable statement to be made by the commanding officer of an expedition, and that I ought to feel highly complimented… 

[CN] 3.31
 [CT] FRED GERARD: ANOTHER ACCOUNT IN RESPONSE TO DERUDIO’S TESTIMONY AT THE RENO COURT, TAKEN FROM THE ST. PAUL PIONEER PRESS, JANUARY 31, 1879

The testimony of Lieutenant Charles DeRudio at the Reno Inquiry was given over the period 29-31 January 1879. On the 30th, an enterprising representative of the Saint Paul Pioneer Press sought out Fred Gerard, who had finished his own testimony on the 21st and found him at the Merchants’ Hotel in Saint Paul. What Gerard had to say appeared in the next day’s issue, under the heading “He Emphatically Denies The Statements Of Lieut. De Rudio.”

The following is a complete rendition of the interview, unedited as to content. The form has been very slightly altered, but only to get away from the sub-headlines of the newspaper style and to create paragraphs where none appeared in the original.

Yesterday morning the name of F.F. Girard, the scout that was with Custer’s command when it met with its disastrous defeat, was observed on the register of the Merchants’ Hotel in St. Paul, and immediately a representative of the Pioneer Press commenced a hunt for the famous scout himself, and soon found him industriously endeavoring to extract solid comfort from one of Col. Allen’s Havanas. After introducing himself to the gentleman from the Yellowstone, the scout’s attention was directed to the following extract from the Chicago specials to the Pioneer Press in regard to what Lieut. De Rudio said in his testimony in regard to him [see Appendix 3.18]:

“Mr. Gilbert asked witness as respecting the last sight he had of Girard at the time of the retreat. Girard was mounted and the witness was hanging on to the tail of the horse. An Indian sprang up and said “Ugh,” upon which Girard set spurs to his horse, slinging the witness into some bushes, and disappeared into the woods for the preservation of his own skin, and that was the last the witness saw of that remarkable scout, interpreter and adventurous romancer. The statement excited considerable laughter and the witness left the stand.”

Reporter - Perhaps your attention has already been called to this matter?

Girard - Yes; the first thing I looked at this morning was the special dispatches from Chicago to the Pioneer Press in regard to the Reno trial now in progress, and as a matter of course I came to the paragraph you refer to; and you may be sure I did not like it, for it is untrue, and of course unjust.

Rep. - Well, Mr. Girard, in what particulars is it incorrect?

Girard - In all material particulars, except the fact that we were over the river, where De Rudio says we were, and that we had great difficulty in getting back.

Rep. - I wish you would give me the facts in regard to the affair?

Girard - That is just what I would like to do. You just put down what I say.

Rep. - All right.

When I first saw De Rudio, it was after Reno had left the timber, and was gone from five to ten minutes when I discovered he was skulking through the timber in a stooping position, pistol in hand, and as we met he straightened up, raised his pistol cocked, pointing it directly in my face. I looked down the chambers and called his attention to the fact that his pistol was not loaded. He replied, “Oh, yes, I forgot that I fired it off at the Sioux, but one barrel is still loaded.” De Rudio and myself then went and seated ourselves in the brush with Private O’Neill and Scout William Jackson. De Rudio asked me where my horse was; I told him it was tied in the wood about twenty yards away. He said, “Go turn him loose as he will be the cause of our being discovered.” I answered: “No, I propose that that horse shall carry me into Lincoln again.” De Rudio then said, “I will not stay with you.” I replied that I did not care whether he did or not, that this was a desperate game of life and death, and that I proposed playing it for all it was worth.

De Rudio then left us for some ten or fifteen minutes, when I again discovered him prowling through the timber, and fearing he would lead to our discovery, I whistled signaling him to come to us. He rejoined me and remained with us. I then went to my horse, cut off all his trappings, picket-rope, saddle, boots, etc., and other little articles strapped to my saddle. De Rudio asked me what I was going to do. I told him I was going to try and make a dash through the Sioux and rejoin the command, and tell Major Reno that you are cut off here in the timber, and if he does not send relief I will come to-night. Scout Jackson then spoke up and said, “If you go, Girard, I go too.” De Rudio spoke up excitedly and said, “Don’t go, it will be giving us away to the Sioux. The Indians seeing you coming from the timber will suspect that more of us are concealed here and a beat will be made and all will be found.”

At De Rudio’s earnest solicitation I abandoned my proposed attempt, saying that there was more danger in attempting to go through the Indians and joining the command than in remaining in the timber. We then remained in the timber until about 9 o’clock in the evening, when we started, Jackson, the scout, and myself being mounted. I told Lieutenant De Rudio to hold on to the tail of my horse, as that would assist him in keeping in contact with us, and that if the horse walked too fast to let me know and I would check him up slower.

About two or three hundred yards from the timber we heard voices, which I recognized as Indians coming in our direction. I told our party we would turn aside and let the Indians pass. The prairie being on fire all around us, we could see the Indians passing seventy-five or a hundred yards off. At this time we supposed the troops had gone into camp when [where] Reno had crossed about 1 p.m. and were making for this point, but the prairie being on fire and having been turned from our direction to avoid the Indians, I missed the ford I was aiming for and struck one lower down.

As we came to the bank of the stream, looking across I saw a flash of fire from lighting a match, and remarked, “There they are, just going into camp.” With that I shouted: “Halloo, there.” As soon as I hallooed, the match was blown out, and then I knew they were Indians instead of soldiers, and I said, “Indians,” wheeling my horse at the same time. We then followed the stream down to the bluff to where Maj. Reno had crossed on his retreat, not finding a place to cross we returned to the same ford, De Rudio mounting behind me on my pony and O’Neill behind the scout.

We crossed the river there. The under-growth being so thick we could not ride through it, we followed the bank of the stream, making a circuit, working into and through the timber as it became more open. As we came near the edge I halted my horse, and looking through, I discovered outlined on the horizon the tips of the spears and feathers of the Indians’ head-dress. At the same time I could hear them talk, Stooping down I said to De Rudio, “Indians!” wheeling my horse to the left and Jackson, riding by my side, wheeling to the right. As I wheeled De Rudio let go my horse’s tail, and my impression is, dropped down into the brush.

Every moment expecting a volley to be fired at us from the Indians, I swung myself as low in the stirrup as I could with safety. After getting twenty-five or thirty yards away, the Indians broke into a loud laugh, they having mistaken us for some of their own party coming up to join them, and one hallooed out: “Where are you going? What are you moving away for? It is us. Come back.”

I never sought newspaper notoriety, in fact I have shunned it; but as Mr. Gilbert has seen fit to doubt my courage, integrity, veracity and capability as an expert in Indian affairs, I will simply give an introduction I received from Gen. Terry in 1876 after the return of the expedition to Fort A. Lincoln, to Gens. Ruggles and Card of his staff: “This is Mr. Girard, who was with me as guide and interpreter. Had I known Mr. Girard when we started as I do now, the result would have been different with the Sioux.”

The above is a truthful statement of my separation on that night with De Rudio, to which I am willing to make affidavit.

[CN] 3.32
 [CT] FREDERIC F. GERARD: ACCOUNT FROM THE ARIKARA NARRATIVE

Fred Gerard was the interpreter for the Arikara Indian scouts with Custer’s command. He accompanied the 7th Cavalry from Fort Lincoln to the Little Horn, where he went into action with the scouts who rode with Reno’s battalion. Gerard was left in the woods when Reno retreated to the bluffs and remained concealed there until the Indians broke up their village and rejoined the command on the bluffs on the evening of 26 June.

Gerard was one of the few men accompanying Reno who subsequently had little good to say about him. This may have been the result of a few previous run-ins between the two men - certainly Reno’s advocates put this forward as the reason for Gerard’s obvious animosity toward and lack of respect for, the Major. On the other hand, Gerard’s opinions, which didn’t change much over the years, may have been influenced by his having been abandoned to his fate by Reno’s rather precipitate withdrawal, or may simply have been the straightforward result of his personal observations. In any case, he furnishes us with a wealth of detail and for some things he is the only witness.

One of the most interesting features of this particular account is Gerard’s repeated, but almost casual, assertion that Reno had seen Custer’s command moving down the bluffs on the opposite side of the Little Horn. This detail has been either overlooked or deliberately covered up by most historians, but if it is true, it destroys forever Reno’s contentions that he was expecting Custer’s promised support from the same direction he had himself advanced and that he knew nothing about Custer’s movement downriver.

There are no important errors in Gerard’s narrative, although it is quite brief and does not cover all of the salient points of the march from the Yellowstone to the battlefield. Still, it is one of the most reliable and accurate accounts available from participants, and must be rated highly as source material. Whether in his personal letters, interviews or testimony at the Reno Court of Inquiry, Fred Gerard gave consistent versions of his actions and involvement in the fights on the Little Horn and this account is representative.

The narrative is reproduced here in its entirety, sans editing, and without additional commentary.

On June 22d, Custer’s command left the mouth of the Rosebud looking for Indians. On June 24th, we broke camp and marched all day and in evening went into camp. The men had supper and grazed their horses and then marched all night till 4 A.M., when a halt was called. The horses remained saddled but the soldiers slept on the ground as best they could. Two Arikara scouts arrived from Lieutenant Varnum, who had been sent out to reconnoiter and locate Indian camps. They brought word of a very large camp down in Little Big Horn Valley, but the Indians had discovered us and were on the run. Custer ordered me to go with him and the two Arikara scouts who had come in from Varnum and two of our scouts, to where Lieutenant Varnum was. About daybreak we reached Varnum and could see the large black mass moving in front and down the Little Big Horn and a dense cloud of dust over all and behind. The camp we had found was the smaller camp, and was on the way to the larger camp and this led us all to believe that the Indians were stampeded. Custer and his party with Varnum and his scouts started back to rejoin the command at a sharp gait. Before reaching his troops, about half way back, Tom Custer met us at the head of the troops and Custer addressed him saying: “Tom, who in the devil moved these troops forward? My orders and intentions were to remain in camp all day and make a night attack on the Indians but they have discovered us and are on the run.” After joining the troops, Custer with his officers held a consultation and decided it would be better to follow the Indians so he divided his command into three battalions, one under his own command, Benteen in command of the second, and Reno of the third. Benteen he sent to the left of the command to overlook the ridges as we marched down the valley. He then ordered Reno to take his command and try to overtake the Indians and bring them to battle while he himself would support him. Custer said: “Take the scouts with you.” Reno started on the double quick down the valley until he came to the Little Big Horn. Up to that time we were all still under the impression that the Indians were running away. Upon reaching the ford of the Little Big Horn, I discovered that the Indians were coming back to give us battle and called Reno’s attention to this change in their movements. Reno halted for a few seconds and ordered the men forward. Thinking that Custer should know of this change of front on the part of the Indians, I rode back at once to tell Custer the news. At an abrupt turn I met Cook, Custer’s adjutant, ahead of his command, who said: “Gerard, what‘s up? “On hearing the news he ordered me back to Reno’s command and rode to inform Custer of the change in front on the part of the Indians. I rejoined Reno’s command just as he was drawing up his men on the skirmish line. The men were almost six feet apart along the brow of a hill below which was a belt of timber. As the Indians came charging back the men used the timber for cover and the Indians rode by on the left and around to the higher ground at the rear and left. Not more than four rounds had been fired before they saw Custer’s command dashing along the hills one mile to their rear. Reno then gave the order: “The Indians are taking us in the rear, mount and charge.” This was then about 1:30 P.M. I was surprised at this change of position as we had excellent cover and could hold off the Indians indefinitely, but the orders were to mount and charge. Charley Reynolds was killed as he rode up the slope at the left and Isaiah a little farther out. Reno led his men in Indian file back to the ford above which he had seen Custer’s command pass. The Indians picked off the troops at will; it was a rout, not a charge. All the men were shot in the back, some men fell before high ground was reached. As soon as the hill was gained, Benteen and his command came up and the demoralization of Reno’s men affected his own men and no attempt was made to go to Custer’s aid. They remained where they were though it was about 2 P.M. and no Indians attacked them for more than an hour.

After Reno’s command left, I found in the timber Lieutenant De Rudio, Sergeant O’Neill and Wm. Jackson, the half- Blackfoot scout, who were also cut off from the command. All the afternoon we could hear the troop volleys, but the scattering fire of the Indians gradually predominated till we were sure that the Indians had won. The fight where Reno’s men were began shortly after 4 and kept up till dark. We remained where we were till dark and then struck out west thinking Reno’s command had returned. We missed the morning ford and tried to use the ford Reno used to retreat by but the dead bodies made the horses snort and the water looked too deep so we returned and found a new ford. As we mounted the bank we saw a match lit and called out: “There are the troops, Hello!” and then the match was put out. As we neared the old crossing we saw the Indian lances against the sky and the Indians hearing us turn off suddenly, called out, “Are you afraid, we are not white troops.” De Rudio and O’Neill lay down and hid in the brush at this point while Jackson and I rode down and across the stream straight against a cut bank. Both horses threw their riders, our guns were lost, but finally a ford was found and just at dawn we were out on the prairie. At the left we could hear more Indians coming across the Little Big Horn, coming down to attack Reno. Then we galloped hard to the bunch of willows at the right and reached it before the Indians came out of the water. Here we remained till dark. About 11 A.M. we saw them attack Reno’s camp. About one hour before sunset a great talking and confusion arose, the Indians evidently saw Terry coming and began to fall back. Some left for their village to gather their families while others rode away up the Little Big Horn. The retreating warriors passed by hundreds close to where we lay hid in the willows.

[CN] 3.33
 [CT] FRED GERARD: TESTIMONY AT THE RENO COURT OF INQUIRY, 1879

Frederic Gerard was the post interpreter at Fort Abraham Lincoln and was engaged to accompany the Terry Dakota Column as interpreter for the Arikara scouts. He fought with the troops in the valley fight and was one of four persons left behind in the timber for a night and a day, rejoining the command on the night of 26 June.

Gerard was an important witness, having no particular axe to grind, although Reno’s attorney tried to paint him in a bad light. His testimony is reproduced here with a minimum of editing as to spelling, punctuation etc. Nothing has been omitted.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) State your name, occupation and residence.

A) My name is F. F. Girard, and I am an interpreter at Fort Abe Lincoln.

Q) State if you were in any way connected with the government service on the 25th and 26th days of June 1876, and if so, in what capacity?

A) I was with the expedition on the 25th and 26th of June 1876, with General Custer.

Q) What expedition?

A) General Custer’s expedition.

Q) Where was this, on what stream, on the 25th and 26th of June?

A) On the Rosebud and on the Little Big Horn.

Q) With what particular command were you, with what regiment?

A) The 7th Cavalry, with the Indian scouts.

Q) State if Major Reno was serving with that command at that time.

A) He was.

Q) Under whose immediate orders were you serving on the morning of the 25th of June 1876?

A) General Custer’s.

Q) State whether or not you afterward on that day were with any body of troops under the command of any other officer, if so, who?

A) I was under Major Reno part of the time that day.

Q) Was that before, or after, you were with General Custer?

A) I was with General Custer in the forenoon, until he ordered the scouts to Major Reno and then I joined Major Reno.

Q) What enemy was the 7th Cavalry operating against on the 25th of June 1876?

A) The Sioux Indians, supposed to be [under] Sitting Bull.

Q) Where, on what stream?

A) On the Little Big Horn River.

Q) Now state what disposition, or separation, if any, was made of the command that morning, and by whose orders, and under whose command, were the different columns placed, if there were any different columns. Go back to the earliest part of the morning, if you know anything in regard to that.

A) I don’t know of any dispositions being made of the troops early in the morning. I was not there. I was ahead of the command until about 11 o’clock. I was present when Major Reno’s command was ordered off. I suppose the division had taken place in the morning.

Q) What were the indications in regard to the closeness or nearness of hostile Indians at the time Major Reno was ordered off?

A) How near the Indians were to us?

Q) No, what were the appearances, what you had seen that morning to indicate that there were Indians in your neighborhood.

A) A few minutes before Major Reno received his orders, I rode up a little knoll near where there was a lodge with some dead Indians in it, and from this knoll I could see the town, the Indian tepees and ponies. I turned my horse sideways, and took off my hat and waved it, and then I hallooed to General Custer, “Here are your Indians, running like devils!” And I rode down from that knoll and joined General Custer, and he was still marching on.

Q) Describe this knoll, or the place you rode up to General Custer and communicated that to him. State about where it was, so that the Court can understand its position with reference to the river. How far was it from the Little Big Horn River?

A) It was where there were some lodges standing with some dead Indians in them. It was to the right of it and probably forty or fifty yards from it. I rode up to the right of this lodge where the dead Indians were. It was not on the Little Big Horn, but on one of the tributaries that empties into the Little Big Horn.

Q) That was how far from the Little Big Horn, say from the point where this tributary empties into the Little Big Horn, if you could judge?

A) I don’t know where it empties into the Little Big Horn.

Q) State about how far it was from the nearest point on the Little Big Horn.

A) From that point to where we crossed it I should say it was a mile or probably a mile and a quarter.

Q) Describe the place where you have stated that Major Reno’s column was ordered off.

A) I suppose it was twenty or thirty yards away from that lodge. That is my remembrance now. It might have been more. I know it was but a very short time after I left the lodge that he received these orders.

Q) Now state what you know in regard to any marches or halts of the command that occurred previous to this time on that day, commencing early in the morning.

A) How early in the morning?

Q) You can commence back as far as you like - 1 o’clock or midnight of the night immediately preceding that morning.

A) About 11 o’clock of the evening of the 24th General Custer sent after me to report to his camp, and I reported, and he gave me my orders to take an Indian by the name of Half Yellow Face, and an Indian by the name of Bloody Knife, and to ride at the head of the column with him. At half past 11 or so, we pulled out and got at the head of the column, and waited until General Custer came up - and then he reported his orders to me to be sure to have the Indians follow the left trail no matter how small it might be; he didn’t want any of the camp of the Sioux to escape him. He wanted to get them all together and drive them down to the Yellowstone [where Terry and Gibbon would be waiting]. I told the Indians what the orders were, and Bloody Knife remarked, “He needn’t be so particular about the small camps. We’ll get enough when we strike the big camp,” and the Indians were halted, and I sat there with the General while the Indians were finding the trail. The conversation came up about the number of Indians we would find the next day, between the General and myself, and he asked me what number of Indians I thought we would have to fight, and I told him I thought it wouldn’t be less than twenty-five hundred.

Q) You need not state what was said by you at that time. Describe the marches and halts up to that time.

A) While we were there, General Custer asked those two Indians if he could cross the divide before daylight and they replied no, and he asked them if he could cross after daylight, without being discovered by the Indians in the bottom, and they said no. And he then asked them where there was any timber where they [the troops] could be concealed during the day, where the Indians could not discover them.

Q) You need not repeat the conversation of General Custer with the Indians. Describe how far the command had marched, from the time you say you started off about midnight; how far the command had marched up to the time Major Reno’s column had pulled off, or been sent or ordered off.

A) I should say on the night march we made about twelve miles. In the morning, from where the orders were to make coffee to the divide, it was about five more and from the divide down to the Little Big Horn where we crossed it, I should say twelve or thirteen miles.

Q) Did you hear any conversation between Major Reno and General Custer, or any orders that were given by General Custer, or through his adjutant, to Major Reno on the 25th of June?

A) I heard General Custer giving orders to Major Reno.

Q) State what the orders were.

A) The General hallooed over to Major Reno, and beckoned to him with his finger and the Major rode over and he told Major Reno, “You will take your battalion and try and overtake and bring them to battle and I will support you.” And as the Major was going off he said, “And take the scouts along with you.’ He gave him orders to take the scouts along, and that is how I heard it.

Q) Then where did you go?

A) I joined Major Reno

Q) Were you ordered to go?

A) No, sir, I simply heard the order given, and I knew where my duty was - with the scouts.

Q) State how far this occurred from the place where you crossed the Little Big Horn River.

A) I should say a mile from the Little Big Horn to where the orders were given to Major Reno. I didn’t measure any of those distances, so I have to guess at it.

Q) You are familiar with estimating distances in traveling through that country or similar country?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Then to the best of your judgment you believe it to be how far?

A) I should say about a mile.

Q) How far was General Custer’s column at this time from Major Reno’s column? How far were the two columns apart, or were they together?

A) I should say they were almost together. Major Reno and his battalion were to the left of the General.

Q) State how many companies were in Major Reno’s battalion, if you know.

A) I could not say positively.

Q) How many men?

A) I estimate it about one hundred.

Q) You stated that they were very near together, and that Major Reno’s column was on the left of General Custer’s. What time was that, I mean what particular event? Was that at the time the order was given that you refer to?

A) Yes, sir. I should judge it was about 12 o’clock.

Q) State what directions the columns took after that so far as you saw and know about the two columns before Major Reno crossed the river with his command.

A) My impression is that we were traveling due north from where we separated from General Custer’s command, following an old Indian trail, and we came to a little knoll, and the road went around it, and as we went around the little knoll, we lost sight of General Custer’s command. I should say that was about a mile from where we separated.

Q) How far from the river?

A) This knoll was right on the edge of the river’s bank.

Q) State whether or not you saw anyone, before crossing the river, of General Custer’s column after that, and state how it occurred.

A) Yes, sir, I saw Colonel Cooke, and spoke to him when we got to this knoll. The scouts were to my left, and called my attention to the fact that all the Indians were coming up the valley. I called Major Reno’s attention to the fact that Indians were all coming up the valley. I halted there a little time. I thought it was of importance enough that General Custer should know it, and I rode back towards Custer’s command. At this knoll I met Colonel Cooke and he asked me where I was going. I told him I had come back to report to him that the Indians were coming up the valley to meet us, and he says, “All right, I’ll go back and report.” And he wheeled around and went toward Major Reno’s command [Gerard obviously meant to say Custer’s command].

Q) At this point where you met Colonel Cooke, where was General Custer’s column then? Could you see it?

A) No, sir. This knoll, the trail went in very close behind the knoll, and he may have been only forty or fifty yards from where I met Colonel Cooke. If he had been further up I could have seen him, but if he was right behind it, I could not see him.

Q) Now begin at the place where you joined Major Reno’s column, and describe fully and in detail all that occurred, to your knowledge, in reference to Major Reno’s command on the 25th day of June 1876, stating what stream or streams, if any, were crossed; what advance, if any, was made; what engagement, if any, ensued - giving time, distance, and description of the ground that was passed over or occupied, and all the circumstances within your knowledge bearing upon this matter, or having any reference to the conduct of Major Reno, or the movements and operations of the troops under his command. State this in narrative form, in your own words, and confine yourself to the facts that came within your own knowledge.

A) After General Custer gave the order to Major Reno, I called out to the scouts, ‘We are ordered to go with this party and join them.” I joined them, and rode down on a pretty fast gait, sometimes on a trot and sometimes on a lope, and came to the creek which is skirted by the knoll, and I halted there some little time, and when I spoke to Major Reno about the Indians coming up above, he halted a second or two, and gave the order, “Forward!”

I met Colonel Cooke as I have stated and as I came back an Indian scout was waiting there for me, and I could see Major Reno’s command going down to where they afterward threw out the skirmish line (referring to the map). From this ford, marked “A’ the march was not made in a direct line. It was made around, skirting the edge of the timber, and this point where the skirmish line was drawn was approached.

I halted forty or fifty yards back from the edge of the timber, and there were Charlie Reynolds, Dr. Porter, George Herendeen, and Bloody Knife and myself, and Charlie Reynolds asked me if I had any whiskey. He said he had never felt so in all the days of his life, and he felt depressed and discouraged, and he thought it would be well to have something to stimulate him, and I gave him some - and I offered it to the balance, and they refused it. I took a little myself, and told him not to take too much, that he needed a very cool head, that we had plenty of business on our hands for that day. We then dismounted, and just as we dismounted here, this skirmish line was being drawn up.

While the skirmish line was being drawn up, the Indians were coming up. They were distant, as well as I could judge from where I stood, about one thousand yards from the left flank of the skirmish line, and in front, not directly in a line with it. We fired a few shots at the first Indians that came up. The firing started with some of our scouts that had left the command and gone into a little valley to capture some ponies, and more Indians were coming up here, and riding around the command.

Charlie Reynolds and myself fired a few shots there. It was long range. We put our horses in the timber, and we started up and when we got to the brow of the hill a soldier hallooed, “Boys, I’ve got it, I’m hit!” I turned around and told him to ride down to the timber, that the doctor was there and he would attend to him. Charlie Reynolds and I turned into the timber and he tied his horse. I tied mine within eight or ten feet of the foot of the hill, and then the left flank of the skirmish line on the brow of the hill had been swung around to all appearances and made the right flank. I didn’t see the movement made, but that was what I supposed had been done. I was at the extreme right. Mr. Reynolds was next, Lieutenant Varnum next. We stayed there four or five minutes and fired probably seven shots and Mr. Reynolds and myself were together, and someone gave the order, “Men! To your horses! The Indians are in our rear!”

Q) In your rear where? Over the bottom over which you had come?

A) No, sir. This timber was here and we were facing the brow of the hill. Charlie Reynolds looked at me and I said, “What damn-fool move is this?” Says he, “I don’t know. We’ll have to go. We will have to get out of here.” Reynolds went after his horse, and I looked for mine, but the Indians that had been fighting the troops here had got on to the brow of the hill, and were firing into the troops and the Indians on this side.

Q) The Indians on the right side of the river do you mean?

Major Reno then interjected: The stream runs east and west in front of our position. I determined it with a compass.

Gerard responded: I think this map is wrong. My remembrance of the lay of the country and the course of the stream, and where the skirmish line was, makes me think this map is wrong.

Q) Taking it with reference to the position as represented on the map, go on and make your statement.

A) The Indians that were firing at me at that time were north of where we struck the woods. Reynolds had mounted and come up to where I was leading my horse, and I told him he had better dismount, as he would be more apt to be hit on his horse, as the Indians were firing at him, than if he was leading. He dismounted at this point, fifty or sixty yards east of where the skirmish line was drawn up.

At the foot of the hill Mr. Reynolds mounted, and I led my horse - and I saw him whip up and start his horse on a run up the hill, and I hurried up and got up on the hill, and could see nothing but a few Indians, no men or troops. As I saw Mr. Reynolds just then, I saw several Indians cut him off and shoot him down and he fell. He appeared to me to have his leg caught under his horse and he lost his gun, and in the meantime several Indians had passed between me and where Reynolds was, and I knew I was discovered, and I turned my horse down the hill and hunted a place where I could defend myself.

When Mr. Reynolds and myself left the brow of the hill, when the order was given, “Men! To your horses! The Indians are in our rear,’ the troops were mounted and going very fast, pellmell, as I might say, and I saw some officer going back, and I said, “What are you going to do?” Says he, “Charge the Indians.” Says I, “Mr. Reynolds, we don’t understand the bugle calls. We’ll go out slow and they will undoubtedly come back to this point of timber.” That was the time that the skirmish line was drawn in, and the men mounted and started on the retreat to the hill under Major Reno.

Q) Was this firing of the Indians from the right or left bank of the stream that you speak of, where Reynolds was shot?

A) From the left bank.

Q) State what you saw on the right bank of the stream, if anything.

A) I could not see from where I was, it was all timber.

Q) State whether or not any fire came into the timber from that direction, or from any direction, and what?

A) Yes, sir. After the troops had withdrawn, the Indians set fire to the timber and it was burning up close to where we were sitting. The smoke was very dense.

Q) Now go back from there to the time that you saw Lieutenant Cooke near the knoll that you have spoken of, and describe the trail or trails that you saw there, if any, or about that place.

A) The trail, before we turned around this knoll, [was] going to the left of the ford. There was another trail going to the right, quite a large one.

Q) What did it appear to be?

A) A lodge trail.

Q) Are you familiar with Indian trails?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State what opportunities you have had of judging about those matters.

A) I have been a resident in Indian country for thirty-one years, and I think I ought to know an Indian trail when I see it.

Q) Then you know that was a large Indian trail?

A) Yes, sir, a lodge trail.

Q) State whether or not that was the trail that Major Reno’s command took, that lodge trail you speak of leading to the right.

A) No, sir, we took the left hand trail coming around the knoll.

Q) Which was the larger of the two trails?

A) I think the right hand trail. That is an impression, simply. I could not say now, it is so long ago.

Q) Now, from the time that you saw Lieutenant Cooke at that knoll, state how long it was before you saw Major Reno’s column across the river, and where it was at that time.

A) I should say not over three minutes. From the ford I came back on a lope, and as soon as I met Colonel Cooke and told him what my business was, I rode back. I don’t think it was over seventy or eighty yards from the ford to where I met him.

Q) Where was Major Reno’s command? How far from the ford, when you got back to the ford?

A) I should think he was a quarter of a mile from the ford, as I halted there some time with the Indians. The Indians were there waiting for me.

Q) From the time that Major Reno’s column had crossed the river, state, if you know, how long it was until his command halted and deployed as skirmishers near the timber.

A) Not over ten minutes.

Q) Now describe the advance of Major Reno’s command from the place where he crossed the stream to where his men deployed, and describe as near as you can the character of the ground that was passed over, as well as the course of the stream, [and] the nature of the ground on the right of the line of his advance.

A) From this ford, the march was not made in a direct line to these points. It was made in a column skirting the edge of the timber, making a circuit coming around the edge of the timber. The edge of the timber [made] quite a bend, and the skirmish line was drawn up out from the outward edge of the bend of the timber.

Q) State whether there was any enemy opposing the advance of Major Reno’s column from the river to the place where this skirmish line was formed, if so, what enemy, in what numbers, and where?

A) From where this skirmish line was drawn, there were no Indians up to the point marked “C.” This skirmish line was drawn up before the first Indians got up to it. They were about one thousand yards from it, when the first skirmisher was thrown out. I was in the rear of it.

Q) How far in the rear were you when the skirmisher was thrown out or deployed?

A) Seventy-five yards, probably.

Q) State what view in front you had - in your own front, or that of the skirmish line.

A) From where we were, we couldn’t see down the valley. We could see at the foot of the hill [to the west] about the number of Indians that were coming up. The timber extended out and hid our view.

Q) How far down the valley could you see, in front of the skirmish line?

A) Twelve hundred or fifteen hundred yards. There is a bend of the river there that prevented us from seeing any Indians any farther than that.

Q) You refer to the first shot that was fired. State, if you know, if that shot was fired by Major Reno’s command or the enemy, and how you know it.

A) I don’t know who fired the first shot.

Q) State where that first shot was fired.

A) That I could not say either.

Q) Where was Major Reno’s command when you heard the first shot, what position was it in?

A) They were drawing up the skirmish line at that time. The Indians were firing at our scouts, and our scouts were firing at some Indians, but I didn’t pay any attention to them.

Q) About how many shots were fired before Major Reno’s command halted and deployed as skirmishers at that place?

A) I don’t know.

Q) Describe the character of the firing before his command had deployed as skirmishers - before the line was formed.

A) I think the line was formed about the same time that the Indians commenced firing upon us.

Q) Describe the position of the skirmish line, where its right rested, and in what direction the line extended, and about how far, if you know.

A) The right was resting on the edge of the timber. I cannot state what distance it extended out into the prairie, or bottom. It was at an opposite angle from the bend of the timber.

Q) Describe the character of the ground in the immediate front of the skirmish line.

A) It was perfectly flat, level prairie, with the foothills probably ten or twelve hundred yards off.

Q) When the command halted, and deployed as skirmishers, what was the position of the Indians in reference to the line - in front, to the right, or left, or rear, and in what numbers, and about how far were they, from the line?

A) The Indians were to the front and to the left, going up the valley. First I saw one, then three and four, and beyond that probably forty or fifty coming up the valley.

Q) How far do you estimate that was away?

A) The first Indians next to us were about eight to ten hundred yards distant. The others I cannot tell, probably twelve to fifteen hundred yards.

Q) Now state, if you know, what advance was made of that line or command, after it deployed as skirmishers.

A) I did not see that any advance was made. A movement was made while I was going into the timber with Charlie Reynolds. During that time the skirmish line acted as though it had swung around on a pivot, the left flank becoming the right. I don’t know whether the move was made exactly in that way, but it seemed to me as though it had swung right around on a pivot.

Q) State how near the Indians came to that line of skirmishers, from what direction, and in what number.

A) I saw Indians within 200 or 250 yards of the skirmish line, after I got onto the brow of the hill. They were coming up the valley, riding round to our left.

Q) In about what numbers, as near as you can state?

A) All that I saw, during the short time I was on the hill, was about from fifty to seventy-five Indians at the furthest, in front of the skirmish line riding by it.

Q) State now what village, if any, was in front of that skirmish line, and describe the location of that village, as discovered by you at the time or as subsequently brought to your personal knowledge.

A) The Indian village, from that line, I should say, was a mile and a half or two miles down the left bank of the Little Big Horn. The country was level between the two points and I think there were one or two small dry streams.

Q) How long did Major Reno’s command remain on the skirmish line before it swung around as you have described?

A) Not over ten minutes.

Q) Describe fully and clearly the character of the timber to which Major Reno’s command was moved from where you saw it, and go on in this connection and give a full description of that timber, with reference to the plain and the village, and also with reference to the river.

A) That timber, I should say, was seventy-five yards long starting from the river north of the skirmish line, running down to the point marked on the map as “C”.

Q) Describe the timber from that point, representing where the right of the skirmish line rested.

A) To the rear of where the skirmish was drawn up is what I call south. From that point down to the river bank I should say it was seventy-five yards long.

Q) Now, from the point representing where the right of the skirmish line rested, describe the timber from that point.

A) That was the widest portion of it. Then from the skirmish line on the brow of the hill to the edge of the timber on the outside, or in our rear, I should say was between thirty and forty yards, and at this end of it, where I was cut off…

Q) Which end do you mean?

A) That would be the southeast.

Q) How about the surface of the country there?

A) There the underbrush was very thick. I led my horse through that on the north side of this timber. The stream passes right underneath and runs right out onto the prairie, going west about two hundred yards from the brow of the hill where this skirmish line was, and there is a perpendicular bank there of about twenty-five feet, and it runs out about two hundred yards, making a bend.

Q) Was that downstream, following the stream down, the description you have given of the bank?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Now state how long the command remained in the woods or timber after leaving that skirmish line.

A) I don’t think they stayed there either over ten minutes.

Q) Where did the command then go?

A) I didn’t see which way they went. I could only judge from the firing the direction in which they went. From where I went into the timber, as I started to go out with Charlie Reynolds, they turned to the left, and I heard the firing in that direction, and I couldn’t see anything in front of me when I came up there. The prairie was all open and I thought it was in an easterly direction.

Q) Was that direction toward the Indian village or away from it?

A) It was not toward it. It was not directly opposite away from it either. I was diagonally across from the village.

Q) State the formation that you noticed of the troops in the timber after the skirmish line had swung around to the river as you have described.

A) The troops I saw in the timber were in a great hurry to get off. There seemed to be no order at all. Every man was for himself.

Q) When they were in the timber, after the skirmish line had swung around, as you have described, state whether there was any general engagement with the Indians in the timber.

A) Not that I could see. There was skirmishing.

Q) Do you mean with Indians in the timber?

A) No, sir, there were no Indians in the timber.

Q) State whether there was any engagement with Indians that were not in the timber.

A) There was firing all around at the troops.

Q) State as fully as you can the circumstances under which Major Reno’s command left the woods, describing clearly the manner of leaving, and all that occurred in regard to that, that came under your knowledge.

A) After I heard the order given, “Men, to your horses, the Indians are in our rear’ the skirmish line was withdrawn from the hill and every man went for his horse. I took my time. My horse was tied fifteen or twenty feet away, and I got him, and was leading him out, and the soldiers were going by me on a lope. There appeared to be no command or order about it. Some officer was with them, and I hallooed out to him, “What are you going to do?”, and he said, “Charge the Indians!,” and I was not in any hurry to get out; and Charlie Reynolds came up, and I told him I didn’t understand the call, and we would probably be in the way of the movement of the troops. They would undoubtedly come back; and there was no use of us hurrying out; and we would stay there until they came back.

Q) Now state, if you know, who gave the order for the command to leave the timber, how you knew that the command was going to leave.

A) Nothing more than this officer’s order, that I have already stated.

Q) State whether all the command was taken out of the woods at the time Major Reno left, if not, state, if you know, who were left in the woods.

A) All that I saw in the woods were Lieutenant DeRudio, and Private O’Neill and the scout, William Jackson, and myself in the woods where the command had been [there were others unbeknownst to Gerard – see Appendix 3.55].

Q) What time of day was it when the command left the woods?

A) I should say about 1 o’clock [see other examples of Gerard’s timing errors].

Q) How do you know that?

A) I was sitting in the timber with Lieutenant DeRudio, and the command had then been gone for some little time, and I pulled out my watch - and it was ten minutes past 1 o’clock.

Q) State whether you are sure that your watch showed the correct time and what evidence, if any you have, of the correctness of your watch as a timekeeper.

A) I endeavored to keep the time the command was moving by, and before we started, I had my watch to the jewelers for ten or fifteen days, cleaning and repairing; and I thought I had a very good timekeeper.

Q) State whether you looked at your watch at any other time during that day, after this.

A) Yes, sir, I suppose I looked at it a hundred times that evening and the last time I looked at it, it was about 9 o’clock, just before leaving the woods, about dusk, getting dark enough so that we could move out with safety to ourselves.

Q) Your watch then showed it was about what hour?

A) Nine o’clock when we left the timber. It was then dark.

Q) How long had it been dark?

A) Well, a few seconds. It was twilight. You could see a short distance but not very far.

Q) Describe the character of the ground along the left or the outer edge of the timber, as to elevation or depression. I refer to the edge of the timber next to the plain, not next to the river.

A) The bottom was about twelve or thirteen feet lower than the plain where the skirmish line was, and it rested on the Little Big Horn.

Q) Then I understand by that, that at the outer edge of the timber the plain was higher or lower than the bottom?

A) It was higher than the bottom.

Q) How much?

A) Twelve or thirteen feet.

Q) When you were in the timber, and before Major Reno’s command had left it, state whether you saw any hostile Indians on the right bank of the river, if so, how near to Major Reno’s command in the timber, and in what numbers, and what were the Indians doing?

A) Those that were in our rear, I couldn’t say whether they were on the opposite side of the river or not. I saw ten or fifteen firing from the timber at us and I supposed it was some of the Indians that had ridden around from the front of us and got into our rear.

Q) When Major Reno’s command was in the timber, state whether it was in a sheltered or exposed position, and describe it in that respect.

A) I should say it was in a sheltered position.

Q) Describe it, and state why you said it was sheltered.

A) We had this brush behind us where we could lie down behind the brow of the hill and load and fire, and at the back of us we had the timber. The timber was wide enough so that the Indians could not get sight of us to fire in our rear. The underbrush was very thick.

Q) Now state in you own words all that transpired after Major Reno’s command left the timber, as to the movements of the hostile Indians, the sound of firing, if any, from what direction, and pertaining to what troops. Give all the facts and circumstances respecting these matters on the 25th of June.

A) Ten or fifteen minutes after Major Reno left the bottom, I heard the firing on these hills.

Q) What hills do you refer to?

A) To the left of where Major Reno was, it was to my right.

Q) On what side of the stream?

A) On the right hand side - and I could see Indians going up these ravines on the right hand side of the stream. I saw Indians going up there, and I could hear the firing as though they were firing at troops going up there. I knew that there [were] some troops going by, because I had seen them back of that.

Q) Go on and state any other sounds of firing from that time, and follow it on down, in narrative form, in your own way.

A) I heard continuous firing clear on down, as if there was a general engagement.

Q) Down to where?

A) Down to where I afterward went and saw General Custer’s battlefield; and I heard firing to the left of the village, three or four volleys, as if there were fifty or one hundred guns at a volley. Lieutenant DeRudio was in the woods with me, and when we heard this firing he said, “By God, there’s Custer coming, let’s go and join him.” I told him to wait, that we had plenty of time, that when the firing got opposite to us, we could go out and join him - that he was now too far away.

Q) This firing that you heard to the left as if by volley, state in regard to that, whether it was before or after you heard the firing on down the stream, where you afterward found General Custer.

A) It was during the firing down there, after the heavy firing down there, indicating a general engagement at that point, where Custer was afterward found.

Q) You stated that this firing, on the right bank of the river in the bluffs, that you heard which began about fifteen minutes after Major Reno’s command had left the timber, I wish you to commence there, and go on and describe how long it was that you heard firing in that direction, or following down the stream until it had ceased.

A) There was a continuous firing all the time the troops were marching down there, not regular volleys, but scattering shots, sometimes three or four and sometimes only one, and then it was kept up irregularly, and when it got down below there, where Custer’s battlefield was, it became heavy. There was a skirmish fire all the way down from where I first heard it.

Q) What kind of firing?

A) Scattering shots. I am speaking now of the space above where the first dead man of Custer’s command was found. Subsequently when we went to bury the troops there, there was a horse, wounded, standing in the stream where we crossed.

Q) On which side of the stream was the horse standing?

A) On the left hand side.

Q) What kind of a horse?

A) I have an impression that it was a gray horse.

Q) Where was that place you found the gray horse, in reference to the point “B” on the map?

A) I would say about where the letter “I is in “LITTLE BIG HORN’ [this would indicate Deep Ravine Ford, or thereabouts - see map M.7].

Q) State how long this firing lasted, which you have described as though it came on a command moving down in that way. How long was it from the time you first heard until it ceased, an hour, two hours, or three, or how long?

A) The whole firing, from the time I heard it on the bluffs to my right, on the right bank of the river, they were firing there until dark.

Q) Where?

A) On the Custer battlefield. Then there were single shots, or one or two at a time. Shall I explain that?

Q) Yes.

A) It is customary with Indians, even if they find an enemy that has been killed two or three days, in riding by they will be pretty apt to put a shot into him as he lies there.

Q) Now state from the position where you were and heard this firing commencing on the right, how long it was until that firing had ceased, if you could follow its sound.

A) It was but a short time.

Q) State approximately how long you think it was, whether half or three-quarters of an hour.

A) Twenty or twenty-five minutes.

Q) How long after that firing had ceased was it until you heard these volleys over toward the left in the direction of the village?

A) I was speaking of the firing down on the line of march, it had ceased. The firing down there [Custer Field] was a general engagement, and while that engagement was going on this firing here happened.

Q) After that the firing, you say, was general?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Where?

A) On what is know as the Custer battlefield.

Q) In what direction, in regard to where you found Custer’s body?

A) In the same direction.

Q) How long did that general firing last?

A) I should judge it to be about two hours.

Q) This particular firing as of a general engagement lasted how long?

A) This heavy firing lasted about two hours.

Q) State what command you joined, if any, on the 26th of June 1876, after leaving this timber where you were left on the 25th.

A) I rejoined Major Reno’s command on the night of the 26th, about half-past 11 o’clock.

Q) State whether you had seen the hostile village moving away, if so, from where - and in what direction was it going, and what was its length and width?

A) The night of the 25th we left this timber, endeavoring to reach Reno’s command, and got lost, and ran into different parties of Indians, and lost our arms, and decided it would be safer for us to move up the Little Big Horn, and stay there for the night, and came past where Major Reno had crossed on the day of the 25th and from where we were we could see the command on the hill and heard the firing, and in the evening, about 3 o’clock, I could hear voices north of where I was in the timber. The voices were outside on the prairie. I crawled out to the edge of the timber and I could see a little valley that the Indians were going up. That was on the north side of where I was.

Q) State, as near as you can, what numbers, what was the length, size and width of the village.

A) That I couldn’t see. I only stayed there ten or fifteen minutes to watch.

Q) From all you saw of the hostile Indians on the 25th and 26th of June 1876, state your estimate of the effective fighting force of the village.

A) I should put it down to between 2500 and 3000.

Q) State what you mean by a warrior or fighting man.

A) Among the Indians a boy of 12 or 14 is considered a warrior if he is [cap]able of handling a gun.

Q) State what you know about the river - from the point where Major Reno crossed it on his advance to the point he reached, with respect to fords, the trails, the depth of the water, the width of the stream, and the banks or bluffs on either side, as far as those matters came within your knowledge at that time, or afterward. Begin at the ford where Major Reno crossed the river on his advance.

A) During the night of the 25th I crossed the river in two places somewhere between the ford where Major Reno crossed it on his advance and where Major Reno crossed it going up onto the hill, when he was leaving the valley. After that I rode over the country and I saw there were five or six other fords, and when we moved from on top of the hill down to where General Terry’s command was encamped in the bottom, I went ahead and helped to take the wounded down, and I found several crossings a little south.

Q) Above on the stream from where Major Reno crossed it on the 25th?

A) Yes, sir, going up on to the hill. This part of the stream below, and between where Major Reno’s command was drawn up in skirmish line and General Custer’s battlefield, I know very little about.

Q) Now in regard to the point “B” - as represented on the map - state what you know about the stream at that point.

A) That was a watering place. The trail led into it, and I supposed it was a crossing, but when we went down on the 27th, I rode in there and examined the opposite bank, and found it was miry. I know it was a watering place, the right shore was gravelly and the Indians used it as watering place.

Q) Begin at “B” and tell what you know in regard to the river below that, as to ford, trails and banks.

A) I know of only one ford, the one where we found the horse and where we crossed.

Q) How far was that from the point “E” or “H” on the map?

A) I should say from “E” to the ford was between a half and three-quarters of a mile and almost in a due west line [see map M.7].

Q) Now is regard to any trails there, state what you know or saw.

A) I noticed only one lodge trail that led down to the stream and crossed the ford where the horse was standing.

Q) State where that ford is with reference to the Indian village, as found out by you at the time or afterward.

A) I think the first sign of lodges I saw after I got across was on the left bank, probably about two hundred yards from the ford. On this bottom at the crossing was a growth of underbrush. On the right bank was some timber.

Q) From the place where you saw these lodges, state in what direction the village extended, or whether the village was continuous from that point, or whether these lodges were simply detached from the main village.

A) I could only see where the lodges had been from the lodgepoles and some baggage they had abandoned there. As a general thing the Indians encamp in circles, in bands or families, and it was nearly all over the bottom or extended out to the foothills and down below this ford. A large portion of this village was below this ford.

Q) State whether these lodges, where you first saw them near the ford, were at the upper or lower end of the village.

A) They were not quite to the center of the village.

Q) You have testified in effect that it was about 1 o’clock by your watch, when Major Reno’s command left the timber where he engaged the Indians. Now state how long it was before that, that you last saw General Custer’s command or any part of it.

A) Between ten and fifteen minutes, I should think, before, prior to Major Reno leaving the timber. I saw General Custer’s command, or a portion of it, just as I was going down into the timber.

Q) Where did you see it?

A) In a southeasterly direction from where I was, about opposite the letter “D” in the word “COMMAND” in “RENO’S COMMAND” as shown on the map.

Q) It was about at that place you saw his column?

A) I supposed it to be General Custer’s column, as I knew nothing about the division of the command into three battalions. I did not know of Captain Benteen leaving the command.

Q) State what confirmed your supposition in regard to that, if anything.

A) After my conversation with Lieutenant Cooke at the point “A”, General Custer’s column had about time to reach the point I saw them.

Q) At what gait did the column you saw seem to be moving?

A) It appeared to be moving very fast.

Q) In what direction was it moving in relation to the stream, up or down?

A) Downstream.

Q) State any other fact or circumstance within your knowledge that led you to believe, either at that time or as found out by you afterwards, that it was General Custer’s column you saw.

A) I found out after, that Captain Benteen joined Major Reno on the hill, and the firing had taken place about the time I said it had, and I was satisfied that it was General Custer’s command, as no other command passed beyond that point, about halfway between Major Reno’s position on the hill and the point “B”.

Q) State whether you wish to state that accurately, or as indicating about the distance.

A) About halfway I would say. I can’t fix it accurately.

Q) In regard to that firing on the line of march as described by you, and which you believed to be that of General Custer’s column, state what movements of Indians were made with reference to that firing, or with reference to that line of march.

A) I will have to go back to where we crossed the ford first. When we came to this ford and turned the knoll, I had a full view down the valley and I could see Indians coming up. The bottom seemed to be just alive with Indians. As to the number, there seemed to be at least fifteen hundred coming up. After we got into the woods and on the skirmish line, I was astonished not to see any more Indians around there, and having seen General Custer down there, and no more Indians attacking us, I think at that time they had discovered him and went there to intercept General Custer, or whoever the command was, and cut him off, and go down to the protection of their families.

Q) State whether you saw any considerable number of Indians passing to the left and rear of Major Reno’s position before he left the woods, passing around to his left and rear.

A) All that I saw was from a one hundred and fifty to two hundred. A portion of the time, of course, I couldn’t see what was taking place when I was going from this point in the timber down to the right of the skirmish line.

Q) State whether that large body of Indians that you saw in the bottom had passed around Major Reno’s rear.

A) No, sir, I think not. It would have taken them a longer time to pass around the timber than it took me to go forty or fifty yards in the timber.

Q) How near did the Indians, or any of them, come to Major Reno’s command, before the skirmish line was moved into the timber?

A) I don’t think they had got within two or three hundred yards.

Q) In what numbers did they come to that distance?

A) That I could not say, I could not estimate it, because I was firing at the Indians myself.

Q) State whether these Indians you were firing at were the entire body of Indians you had previously seen in the bottom.

A) A portion of them, but they were a very small party.

Q) What do you mean by a very small party? Do you mean as compared with the large number?

A) Twenty or thirty.

Q) State what became of the large force of Indians you saw advancing when Major Reno’s command halted and formed a skirmish line, whether they continued to advance, or went elsewhere.

A) I should say that they were the same Indians. As I said before, as soon as they discovered General Custer’s command marching down, they abandoned Major Reno and undertook to intercept and cut General Custer’s command off, before it reached the village.

Q) State whether or not you are familiar with the style of Indian warfare, and their movements in battle, and what opportunities you have had in regard to that.

A) I have had a good many opportunities of seeing Indians fighting. I have been in several Indian fights and I have had a good deal of experience in regard to it.

Q) What period of time has your experience with Indians covered? How many years?

A) Thirty-one.

Q) Where would the hostile Indians of the plains be most likely to attack their foe, in the timber or in the open ground?

A) In the open ground.

Q) Where would they be most likely to charge or close in on their foe?

A) In the open ground.

Q) State whether or not a command of one hundred men, with six or seven thousand rounds of ammunition, judiciously used, in the timber where Major Reno’s command engaged the Indians, could have protected themselves for any considerable length of time against that particular hostile village, and, if so, [for] how long?

A) Yes, sir. I think they could have held against the whole number of Indians as long as their ammunition and provisions would have lasted - that is, resolute, determined men.

Q) State, if you know, how much ammunition was in Major Reno’s command in the woods, at that place.

A) I don’t know that.

Q) State, if you know, from the sound of firing by Major Reno’s command, about how much ammunition had been fired away before he left the woods. Take it on a general average. You have got to consider the time the command was in there.

A) I should say between thirty and forty rounds to a man, I mean to a man engaged. I fired during that interval thirteen shots. I lost considerable time in going from the outer edge of the timber down to the right of the skirmish line.

Q) State about how much time you lost.

A) I don’t think over five minutes.

Q) State whether you examined or went over the battlefield of the Little Big Horn, if so, when, and what discoveries did you make, if any, with reference to dead bodies of men and horses, and what other evidences did you find showing the fate that befell General Custer’s command, or any part of it, and state where you found those evidences.

A) I went down with Major Reno’s command, from this hill to General Custer’s battlefield, and was there during the whole of the time they were burying soldiers. I made no discoveries except this ford. When I came to it I saw from the marks that, as I supposed, General Custer had attempted to cross there, and that he had been delayed some little time, and left it. I only judge from the signs I saw at that ford. After that the troops came over and crossed at this other ford. Then we came up into camp and I went back to get some articles that I had left in this timber where we were cut off.

Q) State whether you found any dead bodies of men or horses on the left side of the Little Big Horn River.

A) I saw two on the north side of one of those ravines, there are two that put out above the village. It was below the first ravine.

Q) How far from Major Reno’s skirmish line was that, or [from] his position in the woods?

A) A mile and a half.

Q) How near were those dead bodies to this ford that you speak of at the river?

A) It might have been half a mile, and it might have been three-quarters, between one-half and three-quarters.

Q) Do you state that as a fact, or an estimate?

A) I state it as an estimate. I saw several dead horses in the village that I supposed belonged to the 7th Cavalry. I saw “US” and “7th Cavalry” branded on the shoulders. They were in the village on the right of some lodges.

Q) Those two dead bodies you saw there, to what command, if any, did they appear to have belonged?

A) One man had on a pair of blue pants very greasy and dirty, and with holes in the knees, and I suppose he belonged to the 7th Cavalry. I had no means of identifying what command he belonged to.

Q) The other man, was he a white man?

A) Yes, sir, he was stark naked.

Q) Were there any other evidences that you saw on that side of the river in regard to these matters on the left bank?

A) No, sir, I can’t think of anything else just now.

Q) How far was the point where you saw General Custer’s body from the ford you have described?

A) Between a half and three-quarters of a mile from my recollection of the distance now.

Q) Do you remember whether there were any dead bodies scattered between that place and where you saw General Custer’s body and that ford?

A) Yes, sir. There were a few bodies between those two points, perhaps one-third of the way from General Custer’s body. Coming to the ford I saw two or three lying there

.

Q) You saw Lieutenant Cooke on the right bank of the river, at a little knoll, near where Major Reno’s command crossed, and when you returned to the command of Major Reno, the command had all crossed over and were moving down the bottom?

A) I think I said there was an Indian scout at the ford waiting for me.

Q) Now state whether in returning to Major Reno’s command, you met anyone going back toward General Custer’s column.

A) No, sir, I have no recollection of meeting anyone.

Q) State whether your route was such as to enable you to see anyone going back, communicating between the two commands.

A) I don’t think anyone could have been by me without my seeing him.

While his testimony was being read back for verification, Gerard asked that the number of Indians he thought would be encountered be changed to “1500 to 2000” instead of the “2500” in his testimony. He also asked that the time Major Reno left the timber be changed to “10 past 2 o’clock” from “10 past 1 o’clock.” And further, that the time Major Reno received the attack order be changed from “about 12 o’clock” to “about 1 o’clock.”

Major Reno’s counsel asked that the Recorder subpoena Captain J. Scott Payne, 5th Cavalry, and Sergeant DeLacy, Company I, 7th Cavalry, as witnesses on Reno’s behalf, explaining that Captain Payne had made a careful examination and map of this whole country [there was no map], and that Sergeant DeLacy was present on the 25th and 26th days of June 1876. Payne did subsequently testify [see Appendix 5.14], but DeLacy did not.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) State what orders or instructions, if any, were given by General Custer at early dawn on the morning of the 25th of June in regard to halting or moving the command on that morning, and where did General Custer go after giving such orders?

A) The command was halted, and orders were given to make coffee with small fires, the fires to be put out when the coffee was made, the horses to remain saddled, and we would go into camp after daylight. I had orders to communicate the same to the scouts. After coffee was made I laid down by the side of my horse. I don’t know how long I slept, but General Custer woke me up and told me to take the two scouts that had come in from Lieutenant Varnum, and accompany him to where the scouts came from - up on the mountains. As I was getting ready and had my back turned to General Custer, either Lieutenant Cooke or Tom Custer came up and asked him if the command should follow. He said, “No, you will remain here until I return’ We then mounted, and rode on to the foot of the mountain as far as we could go with our horses and then dismounted and walked to the top of the mountain, and there found Lieutenant Varnum, Bouyer, and Bloody Knife who had accompanied us.

Q) State, when General Custer left the command to go up on that divide, what senior officer remained with the troops.

A) I suppose the next senior officer of the command would be Major Reno.

Q) Did you return with General Custer from that place, and, if so, were the troops found where General Custer ordered them to remain?

A) I returned with General Custer to within 40 or 50 yards of the command. The command had then moved out, and [had] come about three miles toward us, from where we had left them.

Q) State any facts or circumstances showing how far, and in what direction, the troops had changed position, and whether or not that change had been made by General Custer’s orders.

A) I was with General Custer during the whole time, from the time he left until he returned, and I am satisfied no orders were sent back to move the command.

Q) State, if you know, who ordered the troops to move on, during his absence.

A) That I can’t say.

Q) Commence at that point on the map marked C, representing the right of Major Reno’s skirmish line, and give a description from that point, as near as you can, of the river to opposite the point “B” on the left bank, not only what you saw at the time, but what you saw after in regard to the timber - whether the timber was continuous or in spots, whether in bends, with openings between, and how it was, giving as careful description as you can of it.

A) My recollection now is that but a short distance after making that turn at the perpendicular bank, the timber commences again; but I don’t know how wide it is; but there was timber scattered all along between those two points, with openings at intervals.

Q) What was the width of the timber below the point “B”?

A) There were heavy bodies of timber in there and a good deal of down timber, I judge it was from a half to three-quarters of a mile wide, winding out and in, at some places more dense than at others, with openings at places. I was in there [after Terry’s arrival] hunting lodge poles to make litters to carry off the wounded, below “B” on the left bank of the river.

Q) Describe in the same manner, as far as you noticed it at the time, or afterwards, the timbered bottom on the right bank of the river - from opposite the point where Major Reno’s skirmish line rested, whether dense or open, and whether the timber extended to the bank, and all about it.

A) From the point “C” to the foothills, on the right bank of the river, it was quite open with a little scattering timber. Below that, the timber was quite heavy with openings similar to those on the left bank.

Q) How far did you notice it?

A) Not far. Above “B” the river runs in close to the foothills and below that it follows the bench. There is no timber on that side very near to the ford where the horse was found standing.

Q) How near were the bluffs on the right bank of the river to the position occupied by Major Reno on the left bank, where he had the skirmish line deployed?

A) Fully three-quarters of a mile away.

Q) Following the bluffs down, did they come nearer than that, or did they tend farther away?

A) They tended farther away.

Q) State in what condition were the horses of Major Reno’s command at the time he engaged the Indians in the woods, on the left bank of the river, as compared with the condition of your own horse, and state why you know it.

A) I did not notice that the horses were in any way fatigued. They seemed to be riding on the bit - mine was. He was comparatively fresh, and I would not have hesitated to have ridden him 40 or 50 miles the next day. He was my own horse, and I had taken good care of him. As far as grazing was concerned, I had no grain for my horse.

Q) How was it about the use of your horse, as compared with the balance of the horses of the command?

A) I think I did more riding than the average of the command.

Q) Did you have a change of horses?

A) No, sir, I rode the same horse all the time.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) You do not agree precisely with the map Lieutenant Maguire submits, and I want to get your understanding of the position. Locate the place that you and Reynolds stopped for a drink of whiskey.

A) I would make this skirmish line a little different, I think the line extended south of west.

Gerard then indicated on the map, with a pencil, by the figure “1” the point asked for.

Q) Who was with you?

A) Dr. Porter, Reynolds, Herendeen and Bloody Knife.

Q) Then you have no idea, from this map, where you first saw the Indians the time you communicated that fact to General Custer?

A) No, sir – not by the map.

Q) In what direction was it from “A” where Major Reno crossed?

A) On a continuation of the line from “C” to “A,” and it might be a little to the left. That was the general direction.

Q) After you leave “A,” what is the character of the ground, up to the point where Major Reno took position on the night of the 25th?

A) For a short distance it appeared to be level, and then broken and rugged.

Q) Did you pass the point where Major Reno was on the night of the 25th to the point “A” at any time?

A) On the night of the 26th, about 10 o’clock, I came from above “A” and passed between that and where the lodges stood with the dead Indians in, to where I joined Major Reno’s command.

Q) At what distance was your route from the river at that time?

A) I judge that from “A” I must have passed to the right of the knoll I described, about 75 yards, and continued on a trail that was there.

Q) What kind of trail was it?

A) It was night, and I could not tell. I supposed it was an old lodge trail.

Q) What do you estimate the distance to be, from “A” to the point where Major Reno was on the night of the 25th?

A) A mile, or a mile and a quarter.

Q) Then what do you fix as the distance between “A” and “E,” by the best practicable route, on the right bank of the river?

A) Between 4 and 5 miles would be my estimate of the distance.

Q) What is the distance between the point where Major Reno was on the night of the 25thand the point “E?”

A) I should think it was near 4 miles.

Q) The point where you saw Adjutant Cooke the last time, where was that, with respect to where Major Reno was, on the night of the 25th?

A) I did not see Lieutenant Cooke after coming back near the crossing at “A.”

Q) Where did you last see the column of General Custer, that you have fixed, for reasons of your own, to have been his column?

A) The column I saw, and claim was General Custer’s command, was about at the point “D” in the word “COMMAND” [on map M.7].

Q) Where was the last point you saw it? 
A) It was in that vicinity.

Q) You did not see it about halfway between the point where Major Reno took position and the point “E?”

A) I did not. I have not said I did.

Q) What was the character of the place from which you first saw the Indians, and from which you brought back the news to General Custer that they were there? Was it high land, a hill, a knoll, or what?

A) It was a little valley as we came around the knoll on the right bank of the Little Big Horn, on the left bank. There was a knoll we had to go around to go across the ford.

Q) Is that the place you speak of riding on a point of land, seeing the Indians, waving your hat to General Custer, and calling out they were running like devils?

A) No, sir.

Q) Where was that?

A) It was very close to the lodge where the dead Indians were.

Q) What was the character of that land?

A) To the right it was a broken country. It was a small hill 20 or 25 feet higher than where the lodge was standing, and a short distance from it.

Q) From that point, where did you see the Indians, on which side of the river?

A) There was where I first saw the Indians to say I knew they were Indians. In the morning I had seen them from the mountain top where Lieutenant Varnum was. That is, I saw a large black mass moving which I supposed to be Indians and ponies.

Q) Where were the Indians at the time you saw them from that little hill?

A) They were down in the bottom of the Little Big Horn River.

Q) How far down the valley were they and on which side of the river?

A) I should say over three miles from where we were, and I judged them to be on the left bank of the river.

Q) You were then about a mile and a half away from the ford, were you?

A) I said about a mile from the knoll to the ford.

Q) I understood you to say the knoll at the edge of the river was about a mile from where you saw the Indians and made the announcement to General Custer. Am I right?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Then from the ford “A,” how far down the valley were the Indians when you caught sight of them?

A) I should say two or two and a half miles from us.

Q) They were on the side of the river to which Major Reno afterwards crossed?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) You came down and communicated that fact to General Custer, did you?

A) I did not come down, I returned to Lieutenant Cooke.

Q) What did Lieutenant Cooke do?

A) As soon as I communicated it to him he said, “All right, Girard, I will go and report - you go on,” and he wheeled his horse and went back, and I joined Major Reno’s command.

Q) We don’t understand each other. I am talking about the point of land where you saw the Indians and said to General Custer, “Here are the Indians and they are running like devils:” You said that, did you?

A) I wheeled my horse sideways and waved my hat to attract attention and hallooed, “Here are your Indians, running like devils.” I rode down and I think General Custer and others went up there to see them.

Q) Are you sure of that? 
A) I am not - I think so.

Q) Where was Major Reno at that time?

A) I can’t say positively, I saw several officers around General Custer. My impression is he was close there.

Q) With what officers? 
A) I don’t remember. I remember seeing General Custer.

Q) Did you see Lieutenant Hodgson? 
A) I could not place any of them.

Q) Did you see Lieutenant Wallace there?

A) I did not notice any particular one - he might have been there.

Q) Major Reno was with the officers? 
A) Yes, sir.

Q) In what position towards General Custer? 
A) I could not give their relative position.

Q) You don’t know whether General Custer was on the right or left?

A) No, but my impression is that General Custer was to the right of Major Reno.

Q) You were about a mile from the knoll at the river’s edge, when you gave that information, what next took place?

A) Then I rode to the command. We went but a short distance before General Custer called Major Reno, who was then to his left. He beckoned to him with his finger and Major Reno rode over. That being my first trip with troops, I was very anxious to know what was going on and hear the orders.

Q) What were the orders?

A) “Major Reno, you will take your battalion and try to overtake the Indians and bring them to battle and I will support you’ And as Major Reno was moving off and had got 6 or 8 or 10 feet, General Custer said, “and take the scouts with you’.

Q) Did Major Reno have any officers with whom he was riding go with him to General Custer to receive that order?

A) That I did not notice. I was watching General Custer.

Q) Did Major Reno come alone or with some officer?

A) I can’t say. I was not noticing any other party. I was noticing General Custer particularly.

Q) Did Adjutant Cooke deliver the order from General Custer to Major Reno, or did General Custer give it in person?

A) The order I heard given was direct from General Custer to Major Reno. I do not pretend to say Lieutenant Cooke did not communicate the order first.

Q) Then Lieutenant Wallace, when he says the only order was received through the adjutant, was not correct in his statement?

A) I can’t help what Lieutenant Wallace says.

Q) He is not correct according to your judgment?

A) I have no judgment to give of that. This is simply my own testimony.

Q) What did Major Reno do then, after he received that order?

A) He started and, as I heard the order, it was not necessary for me to receive it from General Custer or anyone else. I communicated it to the scouts that we were to follow that party and fell in. We got to the ford about the same time.

Q) In advance or at the same time?

A) A little to the left, I think.

Q) A little behind or before him?

A) At one time I was within 8 or 10 feet of Major Reno.

Q) At what time was that?

A) In going down the valley between where he received that order and the ford, and I noticed there were several scouts to my right and some to my left. I am not positive whether there were any between Major Reno and myself or not. There may have been one or two.

Q) Where were you when you reached the edge of the river in reference to Major Reno?

A) There I think I was a little in advance and to the left, he going to the right had to make a larger circuit around that knoll than I had.

Q) He was at some distance from you when you reached the river, was he not?

A) I should say he was 12 or 15 feet from me.

Q) What was he doing?

A) Coming to the ford.

Q) Rapidly or not?

A) I think he was coming at a fast trot.

Q) Was he in advance of the column or not?

A) I think he was.

Q) Was he alone or not?

A) I think he was not alone, there were plenty following right around him.

Q) Were there any officers with him?

A) I did not notice.

Q) You noticed nobody but him?

A) He was the commanding officer, and I was watching him.

Q) Before you passed around the knoll, you passed a heavy Indian trail?

A) Yes, sir - there was a trail that turned off to the right.

Q) You passed that before you reached the knoll?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) On passing that trail you were in full sight of General Custer?

A) I did not look back, but I should say it was.

Q) What did Major Reno do when he got to the river?

A) I called his attention to the Indians that were on the bottom. He looked at me, looked at the valley, and gave the order, “Forward!”

Q) What language did you use to him at the river’s edge?

A) I addressed him as Major Reno.

Q) What else?

A) I called his attention to the Indians coming up the valley to meet us, saying, “Major Reno, the Indians are coming up the valley to meet us.”

Q) Who was with him at the time?

A) I did not notice.

Q) Was he stopping there on that side of the river at that time, or was he moving?

A) He was just coming up to the river at that time, he was in motion I believe. I had halted I think, I am not positive.

Q) How far were you from the river at that time?

A) I judge 15 or 20 feet.

Q) You had stopped and Major Reno was still riding?

A) I did not say positively I had stopped. I had halted, I think, when I spoke to him.

Q) You did reach the edge of the river at that point 15 or 20 feet in advance of Major Reno?

A) About the same time, I should say.

Q) You halted and he was still riding, when you made that remark?

A) I did not say so. You make me say things I have not said.

Q) Tell just what Major Reno was doing when you halted there. Was he riding or not?

A) He was moving. His horse was going and mine was going. I checked my horse and may have halted when I spoke to Major Reno and called his attention to the Indians.

Q) Did Major Reno halt or not when you told him that?

A) I think he checked his horse.

Q) Major Reno was then in advance of the command?

A) I think he was ahead of it.

Q) How far was he ahead of the command?

A) I guess they were all near together.

Q) Did the others check up when Major Reno halted?

A) There seemed to be a momentary halt.

Q) Was that because Major Reno checked his horse?

A) I don’t know.

Q) What did you then do?

A) I stood there and saw part of the command cross and then rode back, as I have stated, to notify General Custer.

Q) Had Major Reno told you to take that knowledge back?

A) No, sir. I thought it of sufficient importance for General Custer to know it without orders.

Q) Where were the Indians with respect to Major Reno’s command when you started back?

A) They were coming up the valley.

Q) How close and in what numbers?

A) I judge about two miles and a half away, and in very large numbers.

Q) So large as to excite your apprehensions of Major Reno’s ability to meet them?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) That was your reason for sending word back to General Custer?

A) No, sir. I knew that General Custer was laboring under the impression that the Indians were running away, and if he knew they were coming to meet us, I thought he would do something. I did not know what. I thought it was of importance enough for him to know it.

Q) Did it pass through your mind that he would divide his command?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did you have a thought on that subject?

A) I thought probably it might change his plans.

Q) In what respect?

A) By pressing forward, and if there were any parties out he might call them in, or he might have recalled Major Reno for all I know.

Q) Did you think it possible that General Custer would cross to the support of Major Reno?

A) I did not.

Q) This action of yours was based upon the large number of Indians you saw coming up the valley?

A) Yes, sir, knowing the impression General Custer was laboring under when we started.

Q) You halted, saw part of the command cross the stream, then turned and met Lieutenant Cooke. How far from the river’s edge was that at the point “A”?

A) As I said before this map don’t come up to my idea. That might have been 60 or 70 feet from the river, and from “A” two or three hundred feet.

Q) From the point at which you turned back, how far was Lieutenant Cooke?

A) I met him from the point “A” about 75 yards, I think.

Q) Did you meet him at once or did you have to wait?

A) No, he was coming around as we met.

Q) In what direction was he coming?

A) Making around the knoll, coming toward us.

Q) You had some conversation with him?

A) A few words.

Q) What were they?

A) He spoke to me saying, “Hello, Girard, what is the matter?” I said I had come back to report to General Custer that the Indians were coming up the valley to meet us, and I thought he ought to know it. He said, “All right, go on. I will go and report.”

Q) Did he turn back?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Was he afterwards found where General Custer was found?

A) I did not see him, I heard he was.

Q) What did you then do?

A) I turned my horse, and came to the ford. About that time, all the troops were over except one scout whom I had told to wait there for me. We crossed, and overtook the troops, and went down at the left of them.

Q) Did you halt on the bank with that scout and have some conversation?

A) No. I crossed over immediately; the troops were going on.

Q) How far from “A” toward “C” were the troops at the time you came back to the ford?

A) I judge they were four or five hundred yards, possibly a quarter of a mile from “A”.

Q) How long had you been gone from “A”?

A) They were crossing when I left. I rode about 75 yards, and stopped a few seconds or possibly a minute, and rode back. By the time I got back, they were probably 500 yards away.

Q) Did you follow after the troops?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Where did you overtake them?

A) I got opposite them about halfway down. [Indicating that the troops were not advancing at the charge, else he probably would have taken longer to reach them].

Q) On which side?

A) I was on the left of the troops.

Q) Away from the timber?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did you ride with them the rest of the way?

A) I was at no time within 200 yards of any company. I kept out of the way.

Q) Where did you stop?

A) The scouts were scattered over the bottom. The first halt was made where Reynolds, Herendeen, and myself stopped.

Q) How far in rear of the skirmish line were you there at that place?

A) I judge it was between 50 and 75 yards.

Q) The skirmish line was formed at that time, was it?

A) Yes, sir, it was.

Q) You galloped to the point “1”?

A) Not at first. I galloped till I overtook the troops [indicating that the troops were not a full gallop].

Q) Then did you go faster or slower?

A) Slower, to allow the troops to get ahead of me.

Q) When you got to the point “1” did you dismount at once?

A) The troops had got around in front of me, I was riding behind them. Reynolds, Dr. Porter, Herendeen and myself had got together, one by one, and we dismounted at the point “1.”

Q) Then you accompanied these troops till they got about halfway between “A” and “C”?

A) From where I joined them, I accompanied them side by side till I checked my horse, and allowed them to cross in front of me.

Q) When you checked your horse, were you halfway or more between “A” and “C”?

A) I judge a little more than halfway.

Q) How much slower from that point to the point “1” did you ride than the troops did?

A) My impression is that I went at a trot, and walked part of the time.

Q) How many minutes do you suppose?

A) A short interval – probably half a minute, or a minute. I simply checked my horse.

Q) Your gait, from the point where you ceased riding with the column, was a minute or half a minute slower, to the point “1?”

A) I did not go slow that whole distance. I checked up about that time.

Q) You were a minute or a minute and a half later reaching the point “1?”

A) The time I checked my horse was the time the command got in front of me.

Q) How much were they in front of you? A minute, or a minute and a half?

A) I can’t come down to seconds.

Q) When you got there, the skirmish line was formed?

A) When I dismounted, they were.

Q) You were then what distance behind?

A) From 40 to 75 yards.

Q) Were the troops dismounted?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Where were the horses?

A) The men were leading them into the timber.

Q) What was the position of the skirmish line at that particular period – when you dismounted?

A) I could see them deploying as a skirmish line, and I called Reynolds’ attention to the fact that they were forming a skirmish line when we dismounted.

Q) How far did they advance, after they dismounted?

A) I did not see them advance at all.

Q) Do you know whether they did or did not advance?

A) Nothing more than I have stated – that they appeared to have swung around, making the left the right flank. They may have marched in – the movement, I did not see.

Q) If they had swung around, would they not have exposed their backs to the Indians?

A) I don’t know that it would be necessary to turn their backs to make that movement.

Q) Then do you mean to say the right of the line was stationary?

A) No, sir.

Q) Where was the right of the line at that time?

A) Resting on the brow of the hill in the timber at “C.”

Q) They remained there, did they?

A) They fired some shots from that point.

Q) Did they remain there?

A) Some time.

Q) The change was not an advance of the skirmish line but only a change as to the position of the line itself?

A) It seemed so to me.

Q) It was to get the men in the timber, was it not?

A) I suppose it was.

Q) Do you mean to say the line did not advance beyond “C”?

A) I can’t state positively.

Q) Do you know whether they did or not?

A) I said I did not know.

Q) Then are you sure you were right when you stated there was no advance of the line after the men had dismounted?

A) I did not answer there was no advance made of the line.

Q) Now do you know today whether or not there was any advance?

A) I do not.

Q) How long did these men remain on the skirmish line?

A) I judge about 10 minutes.

Q) Then they were withdrawn into the timber, were they?

A) They changed their position and came on the brow of the hill.

Q) They were withdrawn were they?

A) From being a skirmish line on the plain, they were a skirmish line in the timber.

Q) Then the skirmish line was in position when you were at figure “1”?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Was that the time these men were back on the edge of the timber or the brow of what you call the hill?

A) About that time.

Q) What was done then, what did the troops do?

A) I have stated they were on the brow of the hill, fighting the Indians as skirmishers.

Q) How long were they there?

A) I estimated it to be about 10 minutes, while I was going and tying my horse, going up 12 or 15 feet, and firing 6 or 7 shots.

Q) During those ten minutes were they doing anything else than firing?

A) I was not watching the troops.

Q) Could you hear them doing anything else than firing? Could you hear the horses being used in any way?

A) No, sir, not during those 10 minutes.

Q) What followed after those 10 minutes passed?

A) The order was given, “Men, to your horses, there are Indians in our rear.”

Q) Who gave that order?

A) Captain Moylan.

Q) How far was he from you at the time?

A) He was somewhere within 40 or 50 feet of where I was standing, probably not so far.

Q) Do you know from whom he received that order?

A) I do not.

Q) Did you see Major Reno at that time?

A) I did not.

Q) Then what followed?

A) The skirmish line withdrew, and went to the timber for their horses.

Q) They withdrew at that time?

A) Yes, sir, when the order was given.

Q) Where had they been before?

A) On the skirmish line.

Q) Where was the skirmish line then?

A) On the brow of the hill.

Q) How far from the line were the horses?

A) I can’t say, I did not see the horses.

Q) Where were you at that time?

A) At the extreme right of the whole skirmish line on the brow of the hill, the extreme right hand man.

Q) You were nearest the river of all the skirmishers?

A) I judge I was.

Q) How long were they in leaving the timber, after the order to retreat had been given?

A) Probably they occupied a minute, or a minute and a half.

Q) How long did it take Major Reno’s command to go from “A” to “C”?

A) I don’t think it took them over 7 minutes, probably five.

Q) They were 10 minutes on the skirmish line?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) And 10 minutes in the timber?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) And a minute after receiving the order they were back on the other side of the river [Gerard did not say that – he said that they were that time in leaving the timber] - you have told this story a good many times, have you not?

A) Not a great many times.

Q) What do you call a great many times?

A) I don’t think I have told it a dozen times.

Q) Has it not been your chief subject of conversation to all parties?

A) With friends I have discussed it several times.

Q) Have you not declared the fight to be at 1 o’clock instead of at 12?

A) I took notes at the time or shortly after.

Q) If you will answer my question, you will have an opportunity to explain. Have you not always declared it was 1 o’clock instead of 12 when you were at the timber?

A) I may have said one and I may have said two in conversations. I would say “about.”

Q) Could you have said 12?

A) No, sir.

Q) Not at any time?

A) No, sir.

Q) Could you have said it was about twelve when you crossed at “A”?

A) I might, sometime or another, have said so.

Q) You have today altered your statement of the time. You say you had some papers or letters in your possession. On Friday or Saturday last, you made your statement, now where did you get those papers or letters?

A) You said you would allow me to make an explanation. I made notes a short time after all of the circumstances where I was connected with the movement of the troops and had them at home and still have them. Before starting here I tried to find them but could not. On the 28th of February 1877, I received a letter from a certain party, and in reply I hunted up my notes, refreshed my memory, and wrote what I knew about the whole affair. Sunday I got information that letter was here and I applied for it and got it and refreshed my memory as to data.

Q) Whatever stories you may have told between the time you sent the letter which you so mysteriously saw on Sunday…

A) [interrupting] There was no mystery about it!

Q) Well, which came into your possession on Sunday. Whatever time you may have fixed for the action on the part of Major Reno has been incorrect, unless you said it was one o’clock he was in the bottom?

A) That part was not correct.

Q) You had a very accurate watch at the time you were in the bottom?

A) I professed to have a very good watch.

Q) Are you sure now that your memory in other particulars accurately repeats what that accurate watch indicated?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) You are sure?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) You altered not merely the time when Major Reno was in the bottom, but the time when he crossed the ford, what was the occasion for the second alteration?

A) Such a long time has intervened since these circumstances happened, and I have not looked at any memorandum. That it was an impression I had - that the crossing was at such time. I was positive it was 10 minutes past 1 or 2 when I looked at my watch, and I thought it was 10 minutes past 1.

Q) You have altered the other movements to correspond with the time you fixed for the presence in the timber?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) That is a matter of calculation?

A) I never fixed the time, I said “about.”

Q) The time Major Reno received the order from General Custer, have you altered that at all?

A) No, not that I remember. I thought the correction of one would be sufficient for the other.

Q) When you last saw General Custer’s column where was it?

A) At about the letter “D” in the word “COMMAND” was where I last saw what I supposed was his command.

Q) Where were you at that time?

A) On the point of going into the timber at “C.”

Q) Just after you left Reynolds when you and he had that meeting together?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Where was the skirmish line then, in position or not? Was it on the plain or about at the edge of the timber?

A) My impression is they were still on the skirmish line as we started to go into the timber.

Q) You were then about at the letter “C”?

A) That is the point.

Q) That was the last time you saw the column that for reasons of your own you are satisfied was that of General Custer?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did you not say you saw it for the last time 10 or 12 minutes after Major Reno left the timber?

A) No, sir.

Q) In no part of your testimony?

A) No, sir.

Q) If you did state that it could not be true, could it?

A) I say I did not state that.

Q) Did you tell Major Reno of that fact, of having seen that command?

A) Not there. I told him afterwards in a subsequent conversation that I had seen General Custer’s command and he said make a note of it and remember it.

Q) Was it on any day on which the 7th Cavalry was fighting Indians that you had that conversation with Major Reno?

A) No, sir.

Q) Was it long after?

A) It might have been 3 or 4 days after.

Q) That was the first time you told Major Reno that?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) What do you fix as the distance between the ford “A” and the letter “D” where you saw the column of General Custer?

A) I judge the distance between the two places to be a mile and a half or two miles.

Q) At what gait was the column moving?

A) That I can’t say, it appeared to be going fast.

Q) What do you fix it at?

A) I simply looked back and saw they were moving, and went into the timber.

Q) Have you no estimate in regard to rate of speed?

A) I could probably fix the estimate that they were going at a fast trot by the cloud of dust.

Q) What was the character of the country between “A” and “D”?

A) Rolling and broken with ravines.

Q) Difficult for horsemen?

A) No, sir.

Q) Could he go from “A” to “D” or rather from the knoll where you met Lieutenant Cooke to “D” in a direct line?

A) No, sir, you would have to make a circuit.

Q) Could a man go from the point where you saw that column that you supposed to be General Custer’s, to the point “D” in a direct line - the point where you saw General Custer’s command the next to the last time?

A) No, sir, I should say not.

Q) What, in your judgment, would be the length of time required to pass over that distance, at the rate at which you saw the column moving, from the point where you last saw the column on its way downstream.

A) When I went down to Colonel Cooke, I did not see the command. I don’t know where it was. I knew it was in the rear, but how far back I couldn’t say. It would depend upon the rate the troops were going. If they had been going at the rate at which they were going when I last saw them, I think it would have taken them fifteen or twenty minutes.

Q) How long after you left the ford, where Reno crossed on his advance, did you see that column?

A) Probably ten or twelve minutes.

Q) What became of Bloody Knife?

A) I didn’t see him, sir.

Q) Do you know whether he was killed or not?

A) I heard he was killed. I understood he was killed by the Cheyenne Indians.

Q) At whose side? Do you know whether it was at Major Reno’s side or not?

A) I don’t know.

Q) Where were you when the first man was shot?

A) The first man I knew of being shot was to my rear and left, leading horses.

Q) How long after you went into the timber?

A) I hadn’t got into the timber yet. I was ten feet or so from the timber. I saw mounted men leaving the timber, going out, and that is all I saw of Major Reno’s command. At that time I heard firing into them on their way.

Q) Then seeing this column that you supposed to be General Custer’s, when the men were on the skirmish line, and it required about ten minutes for them to be withdrawn and placed on the edge of the timber, and ten minutes longer to be in the timber, and one minute to remain there before they started back, where would the column under General Custer have probably been, when Major Reno reached the top of the hill?

A) It would undoubtedly have been beyond this point where Major Reno went up the hill at about a point I will mark “2” with pencil. I should estimate the distance to be two to two and a half miles [see map M.7].

Q) At what rate did Reno’s column move to the ford on the retreat, at a trot or a gallop?

A) I didn’t see them go.

Q) Did you see Major Reno’s column mount the hilltop at all?

A) No, sir, I did not.

Q) What was the distance between the right of the skirmish line and the hilltop?

A) I should judge it to be nigh on to a mile - about a mile.

Q) How long, in your judgment, would it take the men, whom you say left the timber pell mell, to go from the skirmish line to the top of that hill - and crossing at this point where Major Reno crossed, and taking his route up that hillside?

A) I don’t know, sir. It would have taken them but a short time. I should think about four minutes to reach the top of the hill from the skirmish line.

Q) Then you give about fourteen minutes for the command under Colonel Custer to go from the point “D” to the point “2”?

A) It would depend on the rate they were going. I should say ten or twelve minutes.

Q) What is the character of the country?

A) It is there on the divide, no bad ravines after you get to the top of the hill, none but very small ones. I think he crossed at the head of them. The country is such that he could have proceeded at a rapid trot.

Q) You didn’t see Major Reno’s column moving out, but you heard firing?

A) I heard firing after Reno’s command left the bottom going upon the hill.

Q) State whether or not with a considerable [amount] of firing, a column on top of the hill could have heard the firing from Major Reno in the bottom then?

A) I think they ought to hear it.

Q) Would it not be as audible to them as firing on the top of the hill would be to a column in the bottom?

A) I should judge more so.

Q) Did the point where you last saw what you supposed to be General Custer’s column command a view of the timber and of the plain?

A) I think it did. I passed there in the night. Had it been in the daytime I could have said positively whether it did or not.

Q) You saw the column at that point. Now the column, of course, could have seen the position in which you were?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Wouldn’t it be easier for them to look downward than for you to look upward?

A) They were more apt to see us than we were to see them. When I saw this column the last time, I was on the point of going down into the timber.

Q) What are the duties of an Indian interpreter?

A) My duties were to communicate between the scouts and who ever was in command of them, and with the commanding officer, and with any Indians that might come in. Any news I received through the scouts I reported.

Q) Your duties were not then those of a scout?

A) I have never been a scout, sir.

Q) And you have lived thirty years in the country?

A) Yes, sir, I will be thirty-one years in the Indian country this coming November.

Q) Married, are you?

A) I am, sir.

Q) To an Indian woman?

A) A white woman, sir.

Q) Have you ever been married to an Indian woman?

A) Yes, sir, I have been.

Q) This was the first expedition of troops that you ever accompanied?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) You said to Charlie Reynolds in the timber, “What kind of a d…d move is this?”

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Why did you think so?

A) Because I thought it was safer in the timber.

Q) Why did you think it safer in the timber?

A) I saw the Indians in the prairie, and if the command moved out into the prairie I thought the whole command wouldn’t last over five minutes. I thought it was like running into certain death.

Q) And you thought that was an excess of bravery if anything?

A) I didn’t know at the time what the intentions of the troops were. As I understood at the time we were to charge, and it was my supposition if they charged they would return there.

Q) Then for the troops to move out of the timber was not an act of cowardice?

A) No, sir, not that I know of.

Q) You said to Reynolds after they had charged they would return?

A) Yes, sir, I didn’t know what was the object of the move - whether it was simply to charge to drive some body of Indians out of a certain place or position, and it would require the whole force of troops to do it. In my judgment, it was safer for the troops to remain in the timber.

Q) What would have been the effect of moving in the other direction, down through the village?

A) I should have thought if a move was made in that direction it would simply have resulted in the loss of some few men before we reached the next body of timber, but we would have had probably equally as sheltered a position there.

Q) You would still have had to take a sheltered position there?

A) From the number of Indians, I should say yes.

Q) In any event, you would have had to shelter yourselves under cover of the timber?

A) I should have considered it policy to do so, but I am not a military man.

Q) Was Mr. Reynolds a military man?

A) No, sir. He was a scout.

Q) He is the one who lost his head?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) And you did not?

A) No, sir.

Q) He was unnerved was he?

A) Since you are on that subject, I will say that Mr. Reynolds and I were bosom friends and camped together, and twice on the expedition out, he came and told me that he had a presentiment of his death, that he would never return from that expedition, and I advised him to go and see General Terry, and get from him leave to stay out. If I was in the same position I would do it, and he went to General Terry and General Terry shamed him out of it.

Q) Then Reynolds was unnerved in the timber?

A) Before he went into it.

Q) Did you see Company D, Captain Weir’s company, move down that highland on the right side of the river?

A) I did not, sir.

Q) What troops, if any, save that of the column under General Custer, did you see on top of the hill or highland, on the 25th?

A) The only command I saw on the hill, was on the day of the 25th. I did not see Colonel Benteen come up, I was in the timber when he came up and not looking in that direction. I saw Major Reno’s column on that hilltop on the 26th.

Q) On the 25th, in the afternoon of which Colonel Custer was probably killed, did you see any of Major Reno’s column on that hilltop?

A) No, sir. I saw no motion of troops in the direction of where I last saw Colonel Custer’s column, except his column.

Q) If troops had moved out in the afternoon, say at 2 or 3 or 3:30 or 4 o’clock, and moved to the point “2’ wouldn’t that satisfactorily account to your mind for much of the firing you heard in the afternoon, troops moving from this point where Major Reno stood?

A) No, sir, it would not. There was heavy firing in the afternoon at other points than in that direction.

Q) Where?

A) Here on the hill where Major Reno’s command was. I couldn’t fix the hour when the firing commenced. I should judge now, never having given the subject a thought before, that it was between 3 and 4.

Q) Between 3 and 4 was the heavy firing?

A) Yes, sir, heavy firing. I know there was a long space of time that there was no firing. I heard a few shots in the bottom, one, two or three.

Q) You fix between 3 and 4 o’clock as the time of that heavy firing from Major Reno?

A) About the time it commenced. It continued until the evening, about dusk, a little before 9 o’clock I think.

Q) Then before three and four this firing commenced and continued heavily?

A) Heavily.

Q) Do you suppose a man surrounded with a fire of that kind, as close to him as it was to the force under Major Reno, would be likely to hear a noise made in another direction?

A) I think not. He would not be very apt to.

Q) What period of time do you fix during which there was no firing?

A) A couple of hours I should say.

Q) From what time?

A) After Major Reno left the timber we could hear firing up on the top of the hill. A short time after it ceased entirely and then again I heard a few shots fired in the valley and everything remained quiet except a shot now and then, but I couldn’t tell in what direction. This continued until the engagement commenced again in the evening.

Q) Was there much firing on Major Reno’s column when he was in the timber?

A) Oh, a lively skirmishing.

Q) Was the presence of the Indians such that there was reason to expect a prolonged fight there on the part of the Indians?

A) Yes, sir. I can’t say when the first shot was fired by Reno’s command. When I was dismounting, I heard a few shots, but I can’t say whether it was in front of the skirmish line or outside. Some of our scouts had gone outside after some ponies.

Q) Do you know whether there was any firing on the skirmish line?

A) I do.

Q) Much or little?

A) I did a little firing. I did not see the troops at that time but I heard considerable firing while they were in the timber. I do not know how much ammunition each man expended but I would estimate between thirty and forty rounds to the man that was engaged. I don’t know how many rounds they had when they went into the fight.

Q) Have you any unkind feeling toward Major Reno?

A) I have not, sir.

Q) Not a particle?

A) Not a particle, sir.

Q) Did he dismiss you from your position of interpreter? A. He did, sir.

Q) Prior to this battle?

A) He did, sir.

Q) And you have no unkind feelings toward him on that account?

A) None at all, sir.

Q) Who reinstated you?

A) General Custer.

When his testimony was read back for approval next day, Gerard asked that the record be corrected to show that: “I never was married to an Indian woman, I have had Indian women.”

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) I wish you would fix on this map the place where Charlie Reynolds was killed.

A) Reynolds was killed at a point back of the point “1” and in a southeasterly direction from it at about the point I now mark “3” [see map M.7].

Q) Where were you at that time?

A) At the edge of the hill.

Q) Would the letter “C” indicate about the point you were as well as any other?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Reynolds was killed trying to overtake Major Reno’s command, was he not?

A) Yes, sir, I suppose so.

Q) How far from the ford “A” was the point on the top of the hill, or mountain, where General Custer went and, on returning found the command had been moved?

A) I judge it to be between 12 and 13 miles.

Q) When he came back, the command was already in motion without any order being given by himself?

A) When he returned from the mountain top, the command had moved from where we had made coffee that morning about three miles.

Q) In the same direction in which it afterwards continued to move?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did you mean to infer or to have the Court to infer that it was by Major Reno’s order the command moved forward?

A) Not at all - from my testimony.

Q) Do you know whether there [was] any aide to General Custer there?

A) Lieutenant Cooke was his adjutant.

Q) Do you know whether there was any officer acting as aide-de-camp?

A) No, sir.

Q) Do you know in what capacity Captain Tom Custer was acting?

A) I don’t know, I suppose he was in command of his company.

Q) Do you know whether he had any other duty to perform than to command his company?

A) I do not.

Q) Do you or not know by whose order the command was moved while General Custer was on the mountain top?

A) No, sir. I never pretended to say I did know.

Q) Was the order of march changed after General Custer returned to the column?

A) We simply followed down the valley.

Q) The same order was observed after he joined the command?

A) The line of march, yes, sir.

Q) Yesterday you were asked if you thought it possible that General Custer would cross to the support of Major Reno and you answered, “No, sir.’ Did you have any thought whatever upon the subject of what would be the action of General Custer after he received the information you had given to Lieutenant Cooke?

A) I thought probably it might hurry him up, or change his plans if he had any.

Q) Did you think he would go on the right side of the river?

A) I don’t know that I gave the subject a thought at that time.

Q) Were you not astonished to see his column go in that direction?

A) I don’t know but I was little disappointed, though I am not a military man.

Q) Were you not astonished?

A) No, sir, not really astonished.

Q) Have you not said you were astonished?

A) I have said I expected he would support us; but I did not know how he intended to support us.

Q) Have you not said you were astonished on seeing him go in that direction?

A) I may have said so.

Q) Have you not said so often?

A) I think not.

Q) Did you say so to any officer?

A) I can’t say to whom I addressed my conversation.

Q) Did you ever say so to Colonel E. W. Smith of General Terry’s staff?

A) I am not sure.

Q) Have you any children by Indian women?

The Recorder objected to the question, stating that the only purpose was to “attempt to degrade the witness in public examination” and asked the Court to instruct the witness he might answer the question or not as he chose.

The Court instructed the witness he need not answer, if he did not wish to do so.

Q) How many miles had the horses belonging to the command traveled within the three days preceding, commencing on the 22nd of June and ending at the ford “A” on the 25th?

A) I never measured it and would have to guess at the distance. The 22nd, I heard they traveled 12 miles; the 23rd about 30 miles; the 24th about 35 miles; the night march of the 24th about 12 miles to where we halted to make coffee; from there to the divide I estimate at 5 miles and from there to “A” where Major Reno crossed the river, I estimate the distance to be 13 miles, making a total of 107 miles. This is the first time I ever figured on that distance [Gerard is a bit high on the night march distance, otherwise is very accurate].

Q) Was your horse any better or worse than the average cavalry horse?

A) I think he was a tougher horse for that purpose. He was part Canadian.

Q) Did you not have very much better opportunity for grazing your horse than the cavalry had?

A) Yes, sir, I had.

Q) Was it not their practice to ride in order and remain together during the march?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did you not have opportunities, by virtue of the office you held, of going off the line of march and get[ting] good grazing for your horse?

A) Yes, sir. I went wherever I wanted to for grass.

Q) You had better opportunities of taking care of your horse than the cavalrymen?

A) Yes, sir, in the way of grazing.

Q) Were the bodies you found on the left bank of the stream mutilated or not?

A) They were scalped.

Q) Were either of them headless?

A) I think not, that is my recollection now, though seeing so many I can’t recollect certainly.

Q) How long after Major Reno’s command left the timber did Reynolds attempt to follow him?

A) That would be getting me down to seconds, I can’t say. It was immediately after.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) You have testified that you were with General Custer all the time, from the time he left the command where coffee was made in the early morning of the 25th, till he returned and met the command; and you were satisfied the command had been moved forward without any command from General Custer. Now state any fact or circumstance which led you to believe that was the case.

A) On our return, about two miles from the mountain top where Lieutenant Varnum was with the scouts, and about three miles from where we had made coffee, on coming up a little rise we looked ahead and the command appeared to be coming toward us. General Custer, not addressing his conversation to me, but rather [seeming] to express his thoughts aloud, put spurs to his horse saying, “Who in the mischief…!”

Mister Gilbert stopped the witness and objected to his stating any conversation with General Custer in the absence of Major Reno as not within the scope of this inquiry.

The Recorder replied, “I wish this witness to detail the facts and circumstances by which he knew General Custer did not order the command forward and whether it was by order of Major Reno, or someone else, may be shown hereafter’

The Court directed the witness to continue his answer.

A) “…moved that command!” and with that started in a fast lope, and I followed. The first man he met was Colonel Tom Custer, probably 60 yards ahead of the command, and the first question the General asked him was, “Tom, who moved the command?” His reply was, “I don’t know, the orders were to march and we marched.”

Q) You have testified that when yourself, Reynolds and Herendeen halted in the little swale near the skirmish line of Major Reno’s command, you saw a few Indians about a 1000 yards away. State how you arrived at that distance.

A) The Indians were riding around on those foothills to the left of where the skirmish line was formed. They had got about opposite the line and were firing at our scouts who were going into the ravine to try and capture some ponies. We were firing at the Indians and someone, I don’t remember who, said let us all fire through different sights and some took 800, some 1000, and some took 1200 yards range, holding a coarse sight of them and every bullet fell short of them.

Q) Were there any other Indians nearer to Major Reno’s command at that time? If so, how much nearer [were they], and in what numbers?

A) No, sir. They appeared to be about the same distance. They were riding along, one and two and three together. I can’t give the numbers. I don’t think I saw over 40 or 50.

Q) Did you report to Adjutant Cooke, at the time you met him at that knoll, anything in regard to Major Reno’s command having then crossed the river?

A) No, sir, not a word.

Q) You have testified that you thought if General Custer knew that the Indians were coming up, he might want to recall Major Reno. State whether that is a mere supposition of yours, and, if not, state what produced that impression on your mind.

A) It was simply a supposition of my own.

Q) State from what you saw then, or learned after, whether the Indians you saw coming up the bottom to meet Major Reno was the whole fighting force of the village or only part of it.

A) I should judge from the number that it was the whole fighting force.

Q) State whether any trumpet or bugle calls were sounded at or about the time Major Reno’s command left the woods on the retreat.

A) I heard none.

Q) State from the time you first heard the scattering shots on the right bank of the river, on what you believed to be General Custer’s line of march, how long it was till the sound of firing became general.

A) I believe I said 15 or 20 or 25 minutes.

Q) State how long that general firing lasted.

A) About 2 hours.

Q) What was the direction of the sound of that general firing, I don’t mean the exact point of the compass but whether from up or down the river?

A) From down the river, a southeastern direction [the direction is incorrect].

Q) Had that general firing down the river ceased before you heard the firing, as of a general engagement, around Major Reno’s position on the hill?

A) The general heavy firing had ceased but, as I said before, I heard firing there till dark.

Q) How long had the heavy firing down the river ceased until you heard heavy firing around Major Reno’s position on the hill?

A) I can’t fix the time. There was an interval of perhaps half an hour.

Q) State whether or not you heard scattering shots around Major Reno’s position on the hill, during the time the sound of general firing was going on down the river.

A) I heard a few shots but I could not tell whether they were on the right or left bank or in the bottom. On the line of Major Reno’s retreat there were several soldiers killed and as the Indians would pass by them I could hear them firing into the dead bodies of the soldiers and I could hear them talking distinctly.

Q) When you heard firing in the direction of where General Custer’s body was afterwards found, in what direction was the wind blowing?

A) From the direction of General Custer’s battlefield. The way I remember it is, when sitting in the brush in the timber where Major Reno’s skirmish line had been formed, the Indians set fires in the little openings in the timber, and the smoke came over us from the north, passing in the direction from which we had come in the morning.

Q) What are the general duties of an interpreter in his relations to the commanding officer, whether at a post or in the field?

A) As I understand it, I am under the direct command or order of the Post Commander, whoever he may be. If there is an organization of Indians scouts, I am under the command of whoever commands the scouts. If there are any Indians arriving at the Post I make it a point to get all the news they have, and report it to the commanding officer, and all communications he has to make to Indians are made through the interpreter.

Q) State whether his duties are of a confidential or public nature.

A) They are often confidential.

Q) Under what commanding officer were you serving when you were subpoenaed here as a witness?

A) Under General Sturgis, 7th Cavalry.

Q) State in what capacity you have been employed by the government since you have been in the Indian country, and name the officers under whom you have so served.

Gilbert objected to the question as immaterial. “We have only asked such questions as will tend to show the bias of this witness towards Major Reno.”

The question was then withdrawn.

Q) State, if you know, for what reason you were discharged by Major Reno, or what reasons were given at the time by Major Reno himself.

Gilbert objected to the question as being an improper subject of inquiry.

Without clearing the Court the objection of Major Reno was sustained.

Q) You have testified that the command traveled 107 miles from June 22nd up to the time you reached the point “A” on the map. Now state how much more than that, if any, your horse had traveled during the same time.

A) I don’t think I had ridden more than 8 or 10 miles more than the command.

Q) How was your horse supplied with grain, as compared with the horses of the command?

A) I don’t know how the horses of the command were fed. I had a little grain to start with and fed it sparingly to make it last.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) What was the character of the country at the base of the mountain, to the top of which General Custer went and saw the Indians?

A) On the side we went up was a little ravine with timber in it and part of the way up there was a spring.

Q) What was the character of the country over which the command moved, from the point where General Custer left it that time, to the point of his return to the command?

A) Smooth and level, a little rising.

Q) What was the character of the country on the other side of that?

A) That I could not say.

Q) Was it hilly or not?

A) I think on the right it was not hilly, on the left it was mountainous.

Q) Was it necessary to go to the top of the mountain to obtain a view of the Indian encampment or village?

A) That was the intention and object.

Q) What was the height of that mountain above the route traveled by the command?

A) I should say several hundred feet

Q) Did that mountain top command a good view of the Indians?

A) We had a good view of the Indians and ponies. We could not distinguish one from the other. We saw a large, black mass.

Q) Where was the next point where you saw the Indians?

A) At this knoll near the lodge with the dead Indian in it.

Q) How far from the mountain top was it to the knoll?

A) I should say 11 miles or so.

Q) How many Indian scouts crossed the ford and went into the engagement with Major Reno?

A) That I don’t know.

Q) Those persons on the left after ponies, were they Indian scouts?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) You were with Reynolds at that time?

A) Yes, sir.

Questions by the Court:

Q) About the point “B,” you speak of having been over the ground over the left bank of the stream to get lodge poles. Are you certain there was no crossing there, that it would not be possible to make a crossing there?

A) I did not examine it on that side of the river. When we moved down with the command to bury the dead, I noticed a well beaten road led to it, and that the opposite bank was miry, and the bank was about 18 inches higher than the water. I found there had been no horses or animals across there. I knew it must be miry or the Indians themselves would use it.

Q) Do you think it had been used as a watering place from the right bank with the Indian village on the left bank?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) There was no possible way of getting out on the left bank?

A) I think not with animals.

[CN] 3.34
 [CT] COLONEL JOHN GIBBON: EXCERPTS FROM HIS NARRATIVE OF 1877

In addition to the portions of his official report of operations to General Terry which deal with the Little Horn, John Gibbon also penned a less official narrative which appeared in the American Catholic Quarterly in 1877 [refer to B7.9] in two installments.

While Gibbon’s official report dwells more on Custer’s “orders” and failure to conform to Terry’s plan, omitting any reference to his own instructions and indicating quite plainly that Gibbon was more interested in serving Terry and salvaging his own reputation [which was thoroughly destroyed by the Nez Perce the next year anyway], his ‘Campaign Against the Sioux’ and ‘Hunting Sitting Bull’ are full of useful information. This is particularly true of evidence that Gibbon furnishes without knowing that he is doing so. Like many witnesses, Gibbon tends to be overdramatic when he thinks he is saying something important, but tends to be very prosaic when noting something that he doesn’t realize might really be of value to posterity.

In his Catholic Quarterly articles, Gibbon gives us a generous dollop of both types of information, particularly of the latter variety and especially in respect of the movements, or at least the positioning, of some elements of Custer’s command which fly in the face of conventional wisdom. I have reproduced some of each in the following excerpts and I have also added a brief morsel from another source which bears on the Gibbon excerpts. Editing, aside from the selection of material, has been limited to the addition of some punctuation and I have also added a few comments.

It will be seen that even the most “sacred” of historical truths are often the result of a willingness on the part of the audience to accept the dramatic over the actual. So it was with Gibbon’s description of Captain Benteen’s ride to Custer field on 27 June, which is so dramatic that it has been quoted ad infinitum and ad absurdum ever since its appearance in 1877. The reality was obviously something else again.

When General Terry arrived on the heights where Reno had been besieged and was asked what had become of Lieutenant Colonel Custer, he replied that almost two hundred dead men had been found in the hills down the river and that he supposed Custer must be among them. According to Fred Dustin “Benteen asked permission to proceed to Custer’s field…” Graham said “That afternoon, Benteen, accompanied by a party of officers was led by Bradley to the scene…” Stewart more accurately stated “Benteen was assigned the responsibility of following Custer’s trail…” And Gibbon gives us a dramatic version. What actually transpired is equally dramatic, but perhaps a little less flattering to the players. It is revealed in an interview by Walter Camp with Charles F. Roe 8 December 1910. Roe was Second Lieutenant, Second Cavalry, commanding Company F of that regiment in Gibbon’s Montana Column. He was present with Terry at the initial meeting on the hill, and he accompanied Benteen to Custer field on 27 June. Here is what he said was the true motivation behind Benteen’s going.

CHARLES F. ROE TO WALTER CAMP 8 DECEMBER 1910.

…Roe says that when Terry came up on morning of June 27 the first thing Benteen said was to ask Gen. Terry if he knew where Custer had gone. Terry said: “To the best of my knowledge and belief he lies on this ridge about four miles below here with all of his command killed.” Benteen said: “I can hardly believe it. I think he is somewhere down the Big Horn grazing his horses. At the Battle of the Washita he went off and left part of his command, and I think he would do it again.” Gen. Terry said: “I think you are mistaken, and you will take your company and go down where the dead are lying and investigate for yourself.” Benteen did this, Capt. Weir going along. When Benteen came back he was pale, and looked troubled…

FROM JOHN GIBBON’S “LAST SUMMER’S EXPEDITION AGAINST THE SIOUX” AND “HUNTING SITTING BULL.”

[27 June, approaching the deserted Indian camp]… Silence reigned around us, only a few distant horsemen had been seen, and, but for the presence of a few scattering Indian ponies, the valley seemed to be entirely deserted. The company of cavalry in the advance was seen to push more rapidly to the front, past the Indian tepees, which showed no life, and on beyond at a gallop, whilst our more slowly moving column seemed merely to crawl along. At length we reached the tepees, found them occupied by dead Indians laid out in state, and surrounded in every direction with the remnants and various odds and ends of a hastily abandoned camp. Tepee poles, skins, robes, pots, kettles, and pans lay scattered about in every direction. But we had little time or inclination to comment on these sights, for every thought was now bent on the possible fate of our fellow-soldiers and the desire was intense to solve as soon as possible the dread doubt which now began to fill all minds. For, in searching amongst the rubbish, some one had picked up a pair of bloody drawers, upon which was plainly written the words, “Sturgis’s 7th Cavalry,” whilst a buckskin shirt, recognized as belonging to Lieutenant Porter, was discovered with a bullet-hole passing through it.

It was plainly seen now that a conflict had indeed taken place, but of its extent or results we were still in as much doubt as ever, when a report came to me from the scouting party in the hills to our left that several dead horses had been discovered in a ravine in that direction. Every eye was now strained to the utmost in search of information, and, whilst looking up the valley, I caught sight of something on the top of a hill far beyond the sharp peak before referred to [Weir Peak], which at once attracted my attention and a closer scrutiny. I sprang from my horse, and with a field glass looked long and anxiously at a number of dark objects which might be either animals or stubby cedar trees. The closest scrutiny failed to detect any movements amongst them, and yet I could not divest my mind of the idea that they were horses, and called upon a pair of younger eyes to try the glass. One of General Terry’s staff officers took the glass and seating himself on the ground peered long and anxiously at the spots, but finally said. “They are not animals.” But scarcely had the words escaped him, when we both noticed a very apparent increase in the number of objects on the highest point of the hill, and now one doubt was solved only to give rise to another. Were the objects seen friends or foes? Had we come in time to save some of our friends, or were the objects on the hill simply a party of Indians watching our approach after having, as the Crows said, destroyed them all? The feeling of anxiety was overwhelming, and the column seemed to crawl along more slowly than ever. The advance was moving ahead fast enough now, and I dispatched a staff officer in haste to ascertain and bring back any information it may have picked up; for I had observed on the peak before spoken of, and opposite which the advanced guard had now arrived, three horsemen evidently observing our movements, and watching us closely [these were Ree scouts sent out by Reno to determine who these approaching people were]. They could scarcely, I thought, be white men, for our troops were marching up the valley in two columns, in plain sight of where they sat on their horses, and if friendly they surely would have come down and communicated with us. They did finally come slowly down to a lower hill standing nearer to the river; but there they halted again, and seemed to question us with their eyes.

Whilst watching these lookouts and wondering at their strange movements, the officer [Lt. James Bradley] in charge of the mounted infantry party, in the hills to the north of us, rode up to where General Terry and I sat upon our horses, and his voice trembled as he said, “I have a very sad report to make. I have counted one hundred and ninety-seven dead bodies lying in the hills!” “White men?” was the first question asked. “Yes, white men.” A look of horror was upon every face, and for a moment no one spoke. There could be no question now. The Crows were right, and Custer had met with a disaster; but the extent of it was still a matter of doubt, and as we turned our eyes towards the lookouts on the hill above us, as though to question them, we saw them moving, still slowly, however, down closer to the river. Then as they reached a gentle slope, they rode on a little faster, and were seen to approach the advance guard, and someone in our anxious group exclaimed, “They are white men!” From out of the timber near the point, a horseman at full speed was now seen coming towards us. It was my staff officer coming with news, and as he approached us on the full run he called out, “I have seen scouts from Colonel Reno, who report their regiment cut to pieces, and Colonel Reno fortified in the bluffs with the remnant.”…After we had gone about a mile a party of horsemen was seen approaching, and as we rode forward to meet them we recognized two young officers [Lts. Hare and Wallace] of the Seventh Cavalry, followed by several orderlies. Hands were grasped almost in silence, but we questioned eagerly with our eyes, and one of the first things they uttered was, “Is General Custer with you?” On being told that we had not seen him, they gave us hurriedly an account of the operations of the past two days, and the facts began to dawn upon us. No one of the party which accompanied General Custer when the command was divided, about noon on the 25th, had been seen by the survivors, and our inference was, that they were all, or nearly all, lying up in the hills where our scouting party had found the dead bodies.

Whilst General Terry accompanied the officers to Colonel Reno’s position on the hill, I proceeded to select a camp for the command. Nearly the whole valley was black and smoking with the fire which had swept over it, and it was with some difficulty I could find grass sufficient for our animals, as it existed only in spots close to the stream where it was too green to burn. Except for the fire, the ground presented but few evidences of the conflict which had taken place. Now and then a dead horse was seen; but, as I approached a bend of the creek (for it is little more than a creek), just below the hill occupied by the troops, I came upon the body of a soldier lying on his face near a dead horse. He was stripped, his scalp gone, his head beaten in, and his body filled with bullet-holes and arrows.

Close by was another body, also close to a dead horse, lying, like the other, on its face, but partially clothed, and this was recognized by one of our officers as the body of Lieutenant McIntosh. More bodies of both men and horses were found close by, and it was noted that the bodies of men and horses laid almost always in pairs, and as this was the ground over which Colonel Reno’s command retired towards the hills, after its charge down the valley, the inference was drawn, that in the run the horses must have been killed first, and the riders after they fell.

…Then mounting my horse I proceeded to visit Colonel Reno’s command. As I rode a few hundred yards up the river towards the ford, bodies of men and horses were seen scattered along it at intervals, and in the river itself several dead horses were lying. The banks of the river at the ford were steep and some six or eight feet high, with here and there an old buffalo trail leading down to the water. The water itself was not over a horse’s knee, and close to the bank, on the other side, a series of steep bluffs, intersected at short intervals by steep and narrow ravines, rose up for probably a hundred feet. Up the sides of these ravines, winding about to make the ascent more gradual, numerous paths led, now tramped hard and smooth by many animals which had recently passed over them. My horse struggled up the steep path, wide enough only for a single animal, with difficulty, and on emerging from the ravine up which it led, I found myself on a sort of rough broken plateau, which sloped gradually up to the curved summit occupied by the troops. I soon came to a line of rifle-pits facing the space I was crossing, and running from the summit of the ridge down to the bluff overlooking the river, whilst behind this and facing the other way was another line, running in a similar way along the summit of an almost parallel ridge. Between the two were standing and lying, almost motionless, the horses and pack-mules of the command. As I approached the summit of the main ridge which overlooked all the rest of the ground 1 have described, the evidences of the severe struggle which had taken place here began to manifest themselves. Dead horses and mules were lying about in every direction, and in one little depression on the other side of the main divide I counted forty-eight dead animals. Here and there, these had evidently been made use of as breastworks, and along the top of the ridge holes and rifle-pits extended, connecting the two lines before referred to. On the far side of the ridge, the ground gradually fell away in lower ridges, behind which the Indians had sheltered themselves and their ponies during the fight.

Standing on top of the main ridge with my back to the river, I overlooked the whole of the ground to the front; but on turning to my left, the ground was seen to rise higher and higher in successive ridges which ran nearly perpendicular to the stream, until they culminated in the sharp peak referred to in my description of the previous day, upon which we had seen objects at a great distance down the valley. Several of these ridges commanded in reverse the position occupied by the troops, and we were told had been occupied by the Indians during the fight of the 26th, their long-range rifles covering all the space within the lines. Turning again to the left, so as to face the river, the broad open flat where Colonel Reno made his charge at the commencement of the battle on the 25th lay directly at our feet, whilst off towards the south, the bluffs which bordered the valley rose up abruptly, and were succeeded by a gently sloping country, intersected by several small valleys, with brushwood lining the now dry beds of the streams at the bottoms - while, in the far distance, the rugged range of the of the Big Horn Mountains rose, their tops partially covered with snow. One of the little valleys referred to was pointed out to us as the place where, at dusk the evening before, the last of the Indians disappeared in the distance, after passing over, in admirable order and in full view of the command, the rolling plateau which bordered the valley of the Little Big Horn to the southward. Looking down the river in the direction we had come was a point of timber jutting out into the plain, where for a portion of the time the cavalry had fought dismounted; and beyond this, in plain sight from where I stood, was located the village where the fight began; and opposite that, hidden from sight by the high peak so often referred to, was the scene of Custer’s fight, where his body was found, surrounded by those of his men and horses.

…Look up the stream, and you will see the ford where Reno’s command crossed to enter the fight. The one it crossed to reach its present position lies directly at your feet. Turning now to the left again, so as once more to place your back to the river, and looking up to your right and front, you can trace with the eye a little valley winding its way up into the broken ground to the northeast. It was down this valley that Custer’s command approached the Little Big Horn, and near where it joins the valley of that stream is the ford where Reno crossed before the battle. Before reaching that point, Custer, it appears by his trail, turned to the right with his five companies, skirted along these hills to our front [Gibbon was standing on Reno Hill looking eastward], passed to the right of the sharp peak [Weir Point], and still on, beyond it and out of sight of where we stand. His trail is all that is left to tell the story of his route, for no white man of all those who accompanied him has since been seen alive. To us who stand upon the ground, and make these observations, his fate is still a matter of doubt, and is now to be solved. One of Colonel Reno’s companies is mounted and started for the scene of Custer’s fight. It leaves our position, and winding along the rolling hills, ascends the high ground to the right of the high peak, and disappears beyond, just as Custer’s command would have vanished probably from the sight of an observer standing where we are now [it is obvious that Custer’s trail was visible to anyone who cared to look].

Whilst this company is away we are busy preparing to remove the wounded down from the hot, dusty hill where they are lying to my camp, where they will be more comfortable and can be better cared for.

After being absent a couple of hours the detached company is seen winding its way back, and as it approaches we all collect around General Terry to hear the report of its gray-haired captain [Benteen] who won such praises by his indomitable bearing in the fight. He comes forward, dismounts, and in a low, very quiet voice, tells his story. He had followed Custer’s trail to the scene of the battle [Benteen would afterward claim that he did not ever see Custer’s trail] opposite the main body of the Indian camp, and amid the rolling hills which border the river-bank on the north. As he approached the ground, scattered bodies of men and horses were found, growing more numerous as he advanced. In the midst of the field a long backbone ran out obliquely back from the river, rising very gradually until it terminated in a little knoll which commanded a view of all the surrounding ground, and of the Indian camp-ground beyond the river. On each side of this backbone, and sometimes on top of it, dead men and horses were scattered along. These became more numerous as the terminating knoll was reached; and on the southwestern slope of that lay the brave Custer surrounded by the bodies of several of his officers and forty or fifty of his men, whilst horses were scattered about in every direction. All were stripped, and most of the bodies were scalped and mutilated. And now commenced the duty of recognizing the dead. Of Custer there could be no doubt. He was lying in a perfectly natural position as many had seen him lying while asleep, and, we were told, was not at all mutilated, and that, only after a good deal of search the wounds of which he died could be found. The field was searched and one after another the officers were found and recognized, all except two. A count of the bodies disclosed the fact that some twenty-five or thirty were missing, and we could not, until some time afterwards, form even a surmise in regard to their fate.

The great mystery was now solved, at last, of the destruction of that part of Custer’s command. It was possible that some few individuals might have escaped the general massacre; but so far as we could judge all had fallen; and the particulars of that sad and desperate conflict against overwhelming numbers of the savage horde which flocked about Custer and his devoted three hundred when Reno was beaten back, will probably never be known.

[28 June was given over to continued treatment of the wounded, the burial of the dead on Custer field, and preparations to move to the mouth of the Little Horn to meet the Far West. The command did not get very far on the night of the 28th, about four and a half miles, due to the difficulty of moving the wounded in hand litters. Lieutenant Doane designed a scheme of mule-borne litters and these were fabricated on the 29th. This left free time for Gibbon]…Up to this time I had no opportunity to personally visit the scene of Custer’s battle, and taking advantage of our delay in camp, which was situated just below and beyond the limits of the old Indian camp, I that morning rode up to the spot, and went over most of the ground.

The Little Big Horn is a stream with some singular features. It winds through its valley in a very crooked bed, bordered in many places with high, precipitous bluffs, and is generally through this part of its course very sluggish; and wherever this is the case, the water is deep enough to swim a horse. At various intervals between these sluggish parts, the water becomes shallow enough to admit of fording, and goes rippling along to form the next deep spot below. About a mile below the bluffs occupied by Colonel Reno’s command, the river makes a considerable bend to the northward [see map M.4], and, sweeping round towards the south again, cuts in its course well into the bluff on the north bank, and leaves all the valley on the south bank. In this curve the Indian camp was located, and on the river just below its site, and at the most southern point on the curve, our present camp is situated. Close by us are two such fords as I have described, and, crossing one of these, we move up the right bank of the stream, which here runs nearly due south. On our right is the wooded bank of the river, the intervening space between the cottonwood trees being filled up with brushwood. On our left, the valley opens out into a grass-covered prairie, fringed on its southern side, and again on its western side, where the stream curves to the north again, with timber and brushwood. Riding along up the stream, we come to the point where, after cutting the bluffs skirting it on the north, it turns sharply to the south. Here the ground commences to rise before us in gently sloping hills, separated by little valleys - one of which seems to lead in about the direction we want to take. Just before this valley joins the valley of the river, the bottom has been cut into a gulch some eight or ten feet deep, and this is filled with brushwood nourished by the moisture of the rain-water, which doubtless cut out the gulch. Struck with the fact that this little valley seemed a natural outlet from the scene of the fight, and the possibility that individuals might have sought shelter in the gulch on their way to the timber below, we closely examined the place up to the point where the gulch headed, but found no “signs.” As we proceeded up the valley, now an open grassy slope, we suddenly came upon a body lying in the grass. It was lying upon its back, and was in an advanced state of decomposition. It was not stripped, but had evidently been scalped and one ear cut off. The clothing was not that of a soldier, and, with the idea of identifying the remains, I caused one of the boots to be cut off, and the stockings and drawers examined for a name, but none could be found. On looking at the boot, however, a curious construction was observed. The heel of the boot was reinforced by a piece of leather which in front terminated in two straps, one of which was furnished with a buckle, evidently for the purpose of tightening the instep of the boot. This led to the identification of the remains; for, on being carried to camp, the boot was recognized as one belonging to Mr. Kellogg, a newspaper correspondent who accompanied General Custer’s column. Beyond this point, the ground commenced to rise more rapidly, and the valley was broken up into several smaller ones, which lead up towards the higher ground beyond. Following up one of these, we reach a rolling but not very broken space, the ground rising higher and higher until it reaches a culminating knoll dominating all the ground in the immediate vicinity [Gibbon is one observer who describes the ground in terms which actually convey a correct impression of what it is like]. This knoll, by common consent now called Custer’s Hill, is the spot where his body was found, surrounded by those of several of his officers, and some forty or fifty of his men. We can see from where we are numerous bodies of dead horses scattered along its southwestern slope, and as we ride up towards it, we come across another body - lying in a depression just as if killed whilst using his rifle there. We follow the sloping ground, bearing a little to the left or westward until we reach the top, and then look around us. On the very top are four or five dead horses, swollen, putrid, and offensive, their stiffened limbs sticking straight out from their bodies. On the slope beyond others are thickly lying in all conceivable positions, and dotted about on the ground in all directions are little mounds of freshly-turned earth, showing where each brave soldier sleeps his last sleep. Close under the brow of the knoll several horses are lying nearer together than the rest, and by the side of one of these we are told the body of Custer was found. The top of the knoll is only a few feet higher than the general surface of the long straight ridge, which runs off obliquely towards the river, in the direction of that ford at which it is supposed Custer made the attempt to cross.

Before leaving the prominent point, from which probably Custer surveyed his last battle and took his farewell of earth, let us look around us. There is no point within rifle range which we do not overlook; but the surrounding space, which only a few days ago resounded with the sharp rattle of rifles and the wild yells of the savages, is now silent as the grave, and filled with the fetid odor of decaying bodies.

Looking first along the ridge, which, almost level, runs off as straight as an arrow, the eye catches sight on both slopes of dead horses lying here and there, and little mounds showing where the riders fell and are lying. Beyond the end of this, in the direction of the ford, the ground becomes more broken, but still only in gentle slopes, as it descends towards the river. Far beyond, a little to the left, rises that peak so often referred to, which with its neighboring heights hides from our sight the bluffs where Reno was besieged. Turning now to the right, and facing the river, the ground is seen to be broken up into rolling hills and valleys, the sides formed of gentle slopes; but now and then, where these valleys approach the river, their bottoms are washed into gulches sometimes ten or fifteen feet deep. One is especially noted, to the right and front [Gibbon is standing on Custer Hill], running in a direction nearly perpendicular to the river, and at the bottom of this one were found some forty or fifty bodies. The general surface of the ground does not slope off towards the river, but continues high, up to the very bank and above it. Here and there the eye catches sight of the tops of the trees bordering the stream, and, beyond, the site of the Indian village. Turning now our backs upon the river, we see the ground sloping off rapidly behind the position, into a long open valley, the lower part of which, as it runs off to join the valley of the Little Big Horn, far below, is seen to be fringed with brushwood, and an examination of this discloses the presence of innumerable pony tracks. More to the right, and beyond the little valley which borders on the north the straight ridge referred to, the ground rises into another ridge - and beyond this, as far as the eye can reach, extends a mass of rough, broken “bad lands.”…Arrived at the end of the ridge, the ground opens out, where several other ridges join it, into a kind of level platform. Here evidently a severe struggle took place, for the bodies of men and horses are thickly strewn about. Moving to the far edge of this irregular plateau, the ground is seen to fall away, in a gently sloping valley, towards the ford over which Custer is supposed to have attempted a crossing. I have stated that the top of Custer’s Hill dominates over the whole surrounding country. Standing upon that, he must have had a full view of the struggle taking place around him, and of the Indian village lying at his feet, but not within his power. And when forced back by overwhelming numbers, only to find the valley behind filled also with yelling hordes of savages, he must, whilst straining his eyes in that direction from which alone help could come, have recognized when too late the courageous error he committed in dividing his force in the presence of so numerous an enemy.

The body of our poor guide, Mitch Bouyer, was found lying in the midst of the troopers - slain, as the Sioux had several times reported they had slain him, in battle…

The bodies of all the officers but two were found and recognized, and those of all the men, except some twenty or thirty, accounted for…By the burial place of each officer was driven the head of a stake, in the top of which a hole was bored, and in this was placed a paper having upon it the name and rank of the officer…

[CN] 3.35
 [CT] COLONEL JOHN GIBBON: TESTIMONY AT THE RENO COURT OF INQUIRY, 1879

Colonel John Gibbon commanded the column of troops which marched eastward from Fort Ellis as part of the overall 1876 Summer Campaign. His orders were to prevent the hostiles from crossing the Yellowstone to the north and to strike them as the opportunity arose. This mission was, for the most part, impossible to fulfill, as his command consisted primarily of infantry, was encumbered by a wagon train and had much too much ground to cover. It was neither mobile enough to prevent the escape of the hostiles, if encountered, nor large enough to effectively patrol the Yellowstone.

Gibbon, who had a very distinguished combat record during the Civil War, showed little inclination to engage the Indians who were out in the Powder River country. His lone attempt to ford the Yellowstone and move against them was a fiasco. More important than this disaster however, was his failure to inform General Terry of the hostiles having been found and the location of their camps, until the two commands –Terry and Gibbon – met.

In addition to his testimony at the Reno Court, which is reproduced below in its entirety, Gibbon also left a published account of the summer’s campaign, which is reproduced in part in Appendix 3.34. The testimony has been edited as to grammar etc., and a few notes have been added for clarity.

After being duly sworn, Gibbon testified as follows:

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) State your name, rank, and official designation, and where serving.

A) John Gibbon, Colonel, 7th Infantry, serving at Fort St. Paul, Minn.

Q) State whether you arrived on the battlefield known as that of the Little Big Horn River - if so, when, and under what circumstances?

A) I reached the battlefield on the morning of the 27th of June, two days after the commencement of the fight. I was in command of the column directly under the directions of the Department Commander, General Terry [Gibbon had been taken ill a few days previously, and Terry had been in actual command since the column was ferried across the Yellowstone].

Q) State what examination, if any, you made of that battlefield, or any part of it, with a view to determining the defensibility of the position - if so, describe that position as fully and clearly as you can, showing [the] advantages or disadvantages of the position.

A) I made very little examination of the position held by Major Reno though I was on the ground probably an hour or two. My own camp on arriving there was in a bend of the river, a little way below where he crossed the river going back.

I examined the river banks from there down to the point of woods where it was generally understood his charge terminated. My attention was particularly directed to the position where it was said he had his forces dismounted a while, commonly known as the point of timber. I don’t know how I can describe it better than by stating that just below where he crossed the river going to the bluffs there commences a series of crescent shaped curves on the left bank of the river, and beyond those curves occur what is called the second bench of the valley, the main open valley extending off to the bluffs [on the west]. These curves are somewhat irregular in shape, evidently formed by the body of water when much larger than it is at present, and these curves extended in crescent shapes, generally connecting with each other.

This point of timber had enclosed in it a considerable space of ground which was open. The connecting slope between the second bench, and what I would call the first bench was covered with timber and thick brush, some of the timber was of considerable size. The lower end of this crescent shaped slope very nearly reaches the present stream to what is called a cut bank, to where the stream has worked in to what is called the second bench, and there the stream is probably 10 or 12 feet lower than the level of the country. Just behind this position the water is very deep, I judge from appearances. And a short distance above that was a ford which I crossed on coming back from a trip down the river. The bend in the river opposite this is filled with tangled brush and fallen timber, and directly behind that, and close to the bank of the river. there was some more timber, some tolerably good sized trees in which we found a number of dead horses.

The upper curve I speak of, just below the ford I speak of, where Major Reno crossed, was occupied by my troops when we first reached the ground. The next curve below that was occupied by the 7th Cavalry when they came down on the morning of the 28th from burying the dead and came to our camp. I think the third one was the point of timber I speak of. It was the 3rd or 4th crescent shaped curve below the ford.

Q) In regard to that lower place you speak of as opposite where Major Reno had his command, how was it on the other side of the river in regard to bluffs?

A) The bluffs are some distance back from there. There was a wide flat there through which this stream passes in a very crooked way, and the bluffs directly opposite that position were considerably back from the river. I don’t know how far. The way I happened to see that position was: General Terry and myself started from my camp to go to the scene of the Custer fight, and we crossed opposite the camp, and made our way to the foot of the bluffs, and in coming back we got involved in brush wood and were obligated to come back and cross it just above that point of timber. I don’t think this map pretends to be correct in the curves of the river, and does not represent the position of those places.

Q) Were those bluffs within range or did they command the position in the timber at the lower point?

A) No, I think not. Probably they were within very long rifle range. I would not say they commanded it for any practical purpose.

Q) I believe you examined or went to the position Major Reno occupied on the hill?

A) Yes, sir, I went there in about an hour after we arrived there.

Q) Did you notice what had been the location of the hostile village?

A) We passed right through it on the march up. There were buffalo robes, tepee poles and furniture of many kinds lying there. I don’t think this map represents the village at all correct. I think most of the tepees were down near the stream or a short distance from it. I saw no signs of tepees except two about the middle of the plain, which were filled with dead Indians, I understand.

Q) From what you saw of the village or where it had been, how near was it to the position indicated as Major Reno’s position?

A) I can’t answer the question because I made no examination of the nearness of those tepees. There may have been scattered tepees, I do not know. The main camp was below that deep gulch, judging from appearances.

Q) As a place for defense or from whence to threaten this village, how did that place on the left bank of the river, which you have described as the one occupied by Major Reno, compare with his position on the hill?

Gilbert objected to this question since the giving of “expert” testimony by persons not present during the fights might well lead to other “expert” witnesses having to be called in rebuttal, and hence the inquiry would be enlarged needlessly.

The Court after due deliberation amended the question to read: 

Q) Please state what examination you made of Major Reno’s position on the hill and describe that position fully showing, if any, its advantages or disadvantages as a defensible position.

A) I spent probably two hours up on a hill conversing with the officers and attending to official business. I did not go into a very extended examination of the position, I don’t even know where all the troops were posted. I saw some rifle pits and examined the position generally. My conclusion in regard to it was that it was an exceedingly weak position for defense. Naturally, it was commanded at tolerably long ranges by the hill which bordered it on the downstream side. The country was quite broken by a succession of little rolling hills and valleys behind which attacking forces could conceal themselves.

Then the manner in which the animals were exposed was very bad for the command. I think I counted 48 dead horses in one little valley, and then the fact of their being cut off from water, not entirely so as I understood, but very much cut off from an ample supply to render the point weak for a prolonged defense. This opinion, however, must be taken as a very general one, because I did not even go over the whole line. I just had a general view of it from the top of the hill.

Q) Describe that crescent shaped portion of timber as to its length and width at the place represented as being the one in which Major Reno had his forces in the bottom. Give as careful a description of that place as you can as to the water, the banks of the river, the underbrush and timber.

A) This map is not correct at all in regards to the timber. My decided recollection of that point of timber is that it was just above where the stream cuts into the second bench a considerable way so as to leave the bank almost as high as the ceiling of this room above the water. Around this bend there is no timber at all. The extent of this piece of timber I don’t know and can give no definite idea [at] all with reference to it. I noticed inside of that piece of timber there was a considerable open space, probably 50 yards wide, where there were evidences of there having been an old Indian camp. The distance from the front of the curve, that is, the part farthest to the south from the stream, varied of course very much. From the point where we crossed the river to the ford must have been 2 or 300 yards. Then there was another open glade looking toward the prairie to the left and rear of the position. I would not like to give any estimate of the size of that enclosed space on the lower side. I don’t think there was any connection with the timber on the upper side.

There was more or less scattered timber up the river. On the opposite side of the river there was very little of what you would call timber. There was brush and small trees, very thick and tangled in some places, with a good deal of fallen and dead timber amongst it.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) You came up on the 27th?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Which direction did you come?

A) Right up the valley on the left hand side of the river on the left bank.

Q) You came up with the entire command of General Terry?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) That examination you made leisurely and deliberately?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) What was the character of the banks on the right side of the river, say from Major Reno’s position down to the point “B”?

A) That I can’t tell you, except the point where I crossed from my main camp. There I found a good ford and the points were easily passed over.

Q) How about the bluffs, were they high or not?

A) Yes, sir, all the bluffs were high, from just below Major Reno’s position to some distance down the stream.

Q) Did not the bluffs extend almost down to the point “B”?

A) I suppose they did. I know they extended as far as I went down towards that position.

Questions by the Court:

Q) Did you give the length of this curve you have described?

A) No, sir, I don’t know that I could give any very definite description of its length. It was a place where you could not see any great distance as long as you were in the timber. I rode down through a mere path, and I had to stoop on my horse to get through. I did not go to the lower end of it, and only know they were cut banks by approaching it from the other bank of the river.

Q) What would you judge to be the length of that curve?

A) Having seen only one end and not knowing where the other end was, I can’t express an opinion. I express the opinion that the cleared space inside of it was some 50 yards wide. It may have been greater. That would not fix the length of it.

Q) I would like to know about the bank of the river on the other side - whether higher or lower than that position?

A) It was considerably lower. Right in the bend of the river opposite that position was probably a little flat from there to the stream. It swept around and the bank was probably not over two feet above the surface of the river. We had to ride a good distance up to get into the river and cross it.

Q) How about cover for an enemy as far as concealment is concerned?

A) If the enemy had got possession of it before that point was occupied, they would have to be driven out, because the brush was thick and tangled, and as far as sight was concerned, they would be almost perfectly concealed.

[CN] 3.36
 [CT] FRANCIS M. GIBSON: ACCOUNT, UNDATED, FROM A MANUSCRIPT IN THE COLLECTIONS OF THE NORTH DAKOTA HISTORICAL SOCIETY

Frank Gibson was the first lieutenant of Benteen’s H Company and was the officer selected to lead the Benteen battalion on its march to the left to determine, if possible, whether or not there were Indians in the valley of the Little Horn, or in any of the intervening valleys of the small creeks which flowed into Ash Creek. There has been some debate as to whether or not Gibson actually viewed the Little Horn Valley. He wrote Godfrey that he had indeed seen it and then ostensibly recanted in a letter to Walter Camp. The account which follows is a transcript of an autograph manuscript in the Collections of The North Dakota Historical Society, in which Gibson states unequivocally that he not only saw that valley, but that he could see up it for ten miles to the south. Although undated, internal evidence indicates that it probably was written after 1880, when Gibson was promoted Captain and before 1891 when he retired. It is possible that it was written as late as 1897 in response to the memoirs of Nelson Miles. Whichever date one might wish to choose it still would date between ten and twenty years before the Godfrey and Camp letters.

I have edited some of the preliminary-to-the-fights text, as there are more complete and more accurate sources for this information. Aside from that, I have altered nothing and have added no commentary. 

…Genl. Terry, the Department Commander and his staff reached Ft. Lincoln a few days before the Expedition was to start, and Genl. Terry took command in person. This Expedition left Lincoln on or about the 17th of May 1876, and wended its way toward the Yellowstone River. It was composed of the entire 7th Cavalry and a few companies of Infantry, besides a Battery of Gatling Guns, but as my story is principally about the 7th, I shall confine it to that Regiment as closely as possible.

The month of May, being pretty early in the Spring in Dakota, our march was attended by very disagreeable weather. Snow and. rain interfered with our wagon transportation, impeded the progress of the troops, and delayed our arrival at the Yellowstone River some ten days. On the Yellowstone we met Genl. John Gibbon with his command of the 2nd Cavalry and the 7th Infantry from Montana and from him some valuable information was obtained as to the probable location of a large band of Sioux; and on receiving this information, Genl. Terry sent Col. M.A Reno, 7th Cav., with a Battalion of his Regiment on a reconnaissance up the Rosebud River, in a southerly direction from our large camp on the Yellowstone. Reno was gone for two or three days, and on his return, reported trails and evidences of a large band moving West. Genl. Terry then held a Council of War, with Genls. Gibbon and Custer, when it was decided to send the 7th Cavalry with Genl. Custer up the Rosebud for the purpose of operating against and placing the Indian village on his West, while Genl. Gibbon, with his Command went up the Yellowstone to the Big Horn River, and up the Big Horn to the Little Big Horn, with the object of placing the Indians East of him.

The 7th Cavalry left the mouth of the Rosebud on June 22nd, 1876. On the 23rd we struck an Indian trail, with evidences of being but two days old, so we marched hard that day, much of the time at a trot, and bivouacked late that night. Resuming our march very early on the morning of the 24th, we hurried along as rapidly as the animals could be urged, making only occasional short halts.

Genl. Custer had kept his scouts to the front and had very accurate knowledge as to the location of the big Indian camp. He could generally be seen during the march about a mile in advance, taking advantage of every rise in the ground, on top of every divide and hill, eagerly straining his experienced and untiring eyes, through his trusted and well-used field glasses, to satisfy himself as to what was in front, to become familiar with the features of the surrounding country and to aid in adopting such measures as would insure his Command from discovery.

We bivouacked on the night of the 24th about 8 o’clock, on one of the unnamed streams flowing from the Wolf Mts. Here we expected to be undisturbed for the night and I gladly accepted Col. Keogh’s invitation to take some bean soup at his mess, a couple of hours later. But that supper was never served.- poor Keogh had eaten his last one - for that same night about ten o’clk, “boots and saddles” was sounded, not by bugle, as usual, but by a half-smothered whisper; the untouched soup was emptied on the prairie and the simple mess outfit packed away and never again to be opened for its owner…

A dreary march was that of the night of the 24th with no sound but that of a muffled hoof on the moist spring sod, as on toward the West we rode, with now and then a silent halt. Every man knew he was nearing the goal for which we were striving. He knew silence was enjoined upon all, so he was left alone, a prey to thought which could not have been either pleasant or cheerful.

.At last, the long night had passed and the dawn of the fatal 25th of June broke upon us; still on we pushed, until about 10 o’clk AM., when a halt was ordered and “Officers Call” loudly sounded. All surprise at this vanished when the officers had all assembled and Genl. Custer told us that the Indians had discovered the Command, and that our scouts had reported the village, about fifteen miles West. The Genl. then ordered the Troops to resume the march in the order Troop Commanders reported them ready. Col. Benteen was the first to report and I being his 1st Lieutenant was much pleased at that Troop getting the advance.

When the “Forward” was sounded, “H” Troop was heading the Column. We had proceeded out very few miles, when dense clouds of dust were seen about twelve miles in our front. At this juncture the Column was again halted. Here Battalions of three Troops each were formed, commanded respectively by Cols. Reno, Benteen, Keogh and Capt. Yates. Benteen’s Battalion which was composed of Troops H, D, and K was ordered to proceed across the big hills to the South, some five or six miles, to ascertain if the Indians were trying to escape up the Valley of the Little Big Horn River, and if so, the orders were, to intercept then, and drive them down towards the location of the village. In case no Indians were seen up the Valley, we were to hurry back and rejoin the Command, as soon as possible.

After a fatiguing march over the hills, we reached a point from which the Valley of the Little Big Horn, could be seen for a distance of ten miles in a southerly direction, but on the North, towards the village, the view was obstructed by very broken country and high hills. We found no Indians and retraced our steps as rapidly as possible, but here, the divergence of Benteen’s Battalion threw us considerably to the rear, and when we got about within three miles East of the village, Benteen rec’d a note from the Adjutant of the Regt. which ran thus: “Benteen, come on, big village, be quick, bring packs. W.W. Cooke, Bring packs.” The packs meant our pack train, and Benteen reasoned that, as we had been thrown back, by our short march to the South, the Pack Train had most likely passed on and was ahead of us, but that if it was still in the rear, he did not want to lose time by going back to it, as he considered it comparatively safe, and his Battalion was badly needed in front. So we continued forward. The direction of Benteen’s march after getting this note, brought us to the top of very high bluffs, on the East side of the Little Big Horn River, and from this point our eyes rested on a very immense Sioux village. It seemed almost impossible that the moving mass in the valley below, should all be Indians. We were uncertain for a moment, which way to turn, no soldiers were in sight; we heard, however, very irregular and very scattered firing, quite a distance due North of us but there was no evidence of a general engagement in any direction. On the high ridge with us, and off to our right, we saw two Indians, who proved to be scouts, and who pointed to Reno‘s Command climbing the broken hills retreating out of the river bottom. Owing to the broken character of the country, Reno’s Command could not retreat in order, and it looked to us like utter confusion, but we afterwards found them cool and level headed and as a rule with their wits about them. There had been no way to get out of this bottom except in disorder as we afterwards found, on investigating the ground. Reno sustained a, slight loss in his fight in the valley, and it was there that McIntosh and Hodgson fell. The story of the Little Big Horn is an “oft told tale,” and I presume many of its details are still fresh in the minds of most readers.

Reno with his Battalion, opened the battle with, as his officers say, an assurance of support from Custer, and finding himself overmatched and unable to hold his position, was forced to retreat to the hills on the opposite side of the river. Genl. Custer with five troops of the Regt. moved along the high ridge of the East bank, with the intention, it is supposed, of making a flank movement and thereby placing the Indians between his and Reno’s commands, but the enemy proved far too strong to permit the consummation of such a plan.

Genl. Custer took his troops so far to the North that the Indians got in the rear of his column and thus separated it from the balance of the Regiment. He was not strong enough to fight his way back, and we were too weak to fight our way to him.

When Benteen’s Battalion joined Reno’s on the hill we had six Troops, and the Troop with the Pack Train joining later made seven in all. Finding it impossible after a determined effort, to proceed in the direction Custer had taken, we took up a position near the spot where we first joined Reno, he now being in supreme command. The tables were turned, and we were put on the defensive, with much more to do than we could well attend to.

Genl. Custer’s immediate command being hors de combat, the Indians concentrated all their energies on our seven Troops. The fight continued, hard and furious, until night fall and then, after about five hours respite, reopened with renewed vigor, very early in the morning, in fact, before daybreak. They fought and yelled like devils all day long on the 26th, and their unerring showers of “lead” inflicted severe loss in killed and wounded, thus constantly lessening our effective force. About noon of the 26th, we were pressed so closely and so persistently that heroic measures became necessary and even tho’ the result was a matter of grave doubt, Col. Benteen decided to make a “charge. “This we did with marked success; for the Indians met with considerable loss, while we had not a man killed. This proved a good lesson to them and they materially widened their range after this fortunate charge, probably dreading a repetition of it, should they resume their former close proximity.

About dusk on the 26th hostilities ceased much to our satisfaction, for there had not been an hour in all that time that, had the Indians had the courage of the average white man, they could not have annihilated us at one fell swoop.

The Indian bands, amply provided with everything necessary for their subsistence, moved their camp, about sunset, and the whole valley seemed gradually melting away as they marched off with their many belongings, pack animals and loose ponies. All this time we had no tidings of Custer, but no one, for one moment dreamed of the terrible fate that had overtaken his command, the general supposition being, that having gone so far from the main body of troops, he was cut off and could not return to us. We imagined him sheltered in the timber, about six miles west.

Reno’s command, as before shown, made an effort to reach Custer, but no headway could be made against that mass of Indians that confronted us. The day was oppressively hot, and being cut off from water, our wounded suffered terrible from thirst. At last the demand for water became so frequent and so distressing that several nervy men volunteered to go for some, and taking their canteens with them, tried to steal down one of the deep and rugged ravines unobserved, but that unfortunately was not possible and two poor fellows lost their lives in this attempt to alleviate the sufferings of their comrades. Another sacrificed a leg, in the same effort, but, at last, the water was obtained bringing fresh life to the wounded and temporary relief to the dying. With the Indians gone, the night of the 26th was spent in comparative unconcern, except for the thoughts of our dead and wounded and we got out our blankets and other things conducive to “creature comfort” after such an exceptional experience.

About 9 o’clk on the morning of the 27th, we discovered a dense cloud of dust rising about five miles due West. We watched it closely and anxiously with our glasses, being in doubt as to whether the Indians were returning for another onslaught, or whether Genl. Gibbon’s command was advancing toward us. We fervently hoped the latter, which seemed probable, as it was just about the time this command was due. To our great relief it turned out to be these Troops and their proximity explained the Indians abrupt departure the preceding evening.

Genl. Terry, the Department commander, accompanied this command, his face, on this occasion, the saddest I ever saw. Our first inquiry was about Custer, and the shock to us, as we heard of their cruel fate can better be imagined than described. Custer’s entire command had been annihilated, and our companions in arms of years standing, were lying butchered on their last battlefield, only three short miles distant. This terrible blow saddened, for many a year, the heart of the 7th Cavalry, and the loss we then sustained can never be fully recovered from. The only person said to have survived the “Custer massacre” was a Crow Indian scout who it is said got a Sioux blanket and escaped in disguise.

On the 28th of June all that was left of the 7th Cavalry marched to Genl. Custer’s battlefield and buried his noble dead, whose memories are still green in the homes and hearts of comrades and friends.

The empty shells that surrounded the dead gave very strong evidence of the brave and desperate stand they made. Some of the bodies were much mutilated - supposed to have been the work of the blood-thirsty squaws, who did not disturb the body of Genl. Custer. This, I know to be the case, for to the men under my immediate command fell the sad duty of laying to rest our gallant leader.

In 1877, the bodies of the officers were removed to such places of burial as their relatives selected. Lieut. Crittenden’s body still remains on the hard-fought field. His father, Genl. Thomas L. Crittenden, USA, has placed a monument, to mark his grave, upon the spot where he fell. After the sad and melancholy burial of our comrades, the wounded were carried on litters, borne on the shoulders of their more fortunate messmates, for a distance of fifteen miles to the mouth of the Little Big Horn, where lay the steamer “Far West” ready to carry its precious burden down the winding Yellowstone and Missouri to Fort Lincoln, a haven of rest, where our suffering soldiers could have the best of care. The journey by litter was a terribly trying ordeal to our wounded, especially those who had been severely hurt, but be it said to their credit they bore it like stoics.

The 7th Cavalry then resumed the campaign under the immediate command of Genl. Terry. Our field operations continued until the end of November, when the Sioux Campaign of 1876 finally terminated without fully having accomplished its mission.

Some years ago the Government erected a soft stone monument on the sot where the brave and daring Custer fell. On the four sides of the shaft are inscribed the names of the “gallant band” who shed their life’s blood for their country’s cause. This monument has been badly defaced and mutilated by tourists and curiosity hunters; the climatic conditions too have had a damaging effect upon the stone, so that it is now little more than an emblem of destruction.

In closing this inadequate story of brave deeds, I would earnestly suggest that steps be taken with a view to the erection by the General Government of a suitable, substantial and handsome monument, dedicated to the memory of the dead of the Seventh Cavalry.

F. M. Gibson,

Captain,

Seventh Cavalry





[CN] 3.37
 [CT] EDWARD S. GODFREY: NARRATIVES OF 1892 AND 1908

Beyond almost any question, the most prolific writer among the survivors of the Little Horn was Edward Godfrey, First Lieutenant commanding K Company during the fights. Godfrey was a career officer who gained high rank and who won the Medal of Honor for Snake Creek/Bear Paw Mountains, an action involving several companies of the 7th in 1877. He was a veteran of several Indian fights and certainly brought a professional soldier’s perspective to his many letters and accounts.

Walter M. Camp, in an address before the Order of Indian Wars of the United States on 17 January 1920, discussed many western Indian fights, their locations and what had been, or was being, done, by way of monuments etc., to commemorate those engagements. He finished his speech like this:

“I will take occasion in closing to pay deserved tribute to the distinguished toastmaster of the evening, General Godfrey. I began with the battle of the Washita in 1868, and he was there and is now the only surviving officer who participated in that engagement. I told you about the Little Bighorn, and he was there, commanding a company. I told you of Bear’s Paw, and he was there, shot off his horse, desperately wounded. I finished with Wounded Knee, and, behold, he was there. He participated in every one of the four historic battles that made this regiment so famous in Indian campaigns, and these four stand out conspicuously among the illustrious events of the plains.”

Godfrey had the experience and the sources to enable him to write a fair, complete and impartial account of the battle and he was at least partially successful in doing so. He seems to have originally brought an almost-totally unbiased mind to his studies, but like anyone else who seeks the truth, his finding of some of it caused him to alter his opinions as the years went by. He started out being critical of Custer, but as he found out at least one hidden secret about Reno and discovered the facts behind the unending criticisms of Custer, he changed his mind and his stance, eventually becoming a rather staunch defender of Custer - at least so far as his obedience of orders was concerned. Plus, of course, he became a very vocal and determined critic of Reno, partly because of the things he found out about Reno as a man and partly because of Reno’s actions in the valley. It is fair to say that Godfrey lost some of his respect for Benteen along the way and probably would have lost even more had he been privy to the materials which are available to the modern day historian. Whether he let his feelings get the better of his knowledge is, of course, something we shall never know. Colonel W.A. Graham, noted Little Horn historian, had the benefit of Godfrey’s acquaintance in the 1920’s and 30’s and thought that Godfrey never let his latter-day partisanship affect his judgments.

This is not to say that Godfrey made no errors. He made several, the chief of which was allowing himself to be overly influenced by Gall, the Hunkpapa warrior/chief who tried to puff himself up after the return of the wild Sioux to the United States in 1881. Godfrey seemed to accept Gall’s version of the Custer fight almost without question. Of course, it helped more than somewhat that Gall’s recollections meshed rather neatly with some of Godfrey’s own conclusions or theories.

Godfrey’s initial attempt at a Little Horn narrative was probably a paper, apparently since lost, which he prepared and read while an instructor at West Point in the early 1880’s. In this paper, Godfrey was reportedly quite critical of Custer and blamed him for the disaster and the loss of some of his friends. His most familiar and deservedly well-known contribution to the campaign literature is, however, his Century Magazine article of January, 1892, in which he defends Custer and puts most of the blame on Reno and on circumstances as they arose. Godfrey revised this narrative slightly in 1908, to take out any remaining criticisms of Custer and to add several pages of discussion material relative to the causes for the disaster. Another edition of the narrative, which was originally titled Custer’s Last Battle, was published by Elizabeth Custer in 1921 under a new title (General George A. Custer and the battle of the Little Big Horn) and with some additional material by her and Godfrey. This version is considered to be of only passing interest. The two earlier narratives, especially the 1892 version, are considered to be of greater genuine historical value and are reproduced here, in part.

To save space and eliminate redundant material, I have edited down the 1892 narrative and then interspersed any relevant new material from the 1908 version, labeling it as such. In this way, the meat of the story is preserved and the student of the battle may readily see what significant changes Godfrey made. Where he has simply changed the order in which material appears, I have not bothered to make any notations.

One of the important parts of the Century article was an addendum written by General James B. Fry and entitled Comments by General Fry on the Custer Battle. This commentary by Fry led directly to the rebuttal article written by Colonel Robert P. Hughes which appeared in the Journal of the Military Service Institution of the United States in January, 1896. Both of these papers are reproduced in Discussion 8, my thought being that they more properly belong side by side, since one is a rejoinder to the other.

I have left out most of those portions of the Godfrey narrative which deal with the march to the Rosebud, except those which are of historical interest, or which touch upon controversial subjects.

On the 16th of April, 1876, at McComb City, Missouri, I received orders to report my troop (“K,” 7th Cavalry) to the Commanding General of the Department of Dakota, at Saint Paul, Minnesota. At the latter place about twenty-five recruits fresh from civil life joined the troop, and we were ordered to proceed to Fort Abraham Lincoln, Dakota, where the Yellowstone Expedition was being organized. This expedition consisted of the 7th United States Cavalry, commanded by General George A. Custer, 28 officers and about 700 men; two companies of the 17th United States Infantry, and one company of the 6th United States Infantry, 8 officers and 135 men; one platoon of Gatling guns, 2 officers and 32 men (of the 20th United States Infantry); and 40 “Ree” Indian Scouts. The expeditionary forces were commanded by Brigadier-General Alfred H. Terry, the Department Commander, who with his staff arrived several days prior to our departure

The 7th Cavalry was divided into two columns, designated right and left wings, commanded by Major Marcus A. Reno and Captain F.W. Benteen. Each wing was subdivided into two battalions of three troops each…length of the day’s march, varying from ten to forty miles, was determined in a great measure by the difficulties or obstacles encountered, by wood, water, and grass, and by the distance in advance where such advantages were likely to be found…Nothing of special interest occurred until the 27th of May, when we came to the Bad lands of the Little Missouri River. On the 30th General Custer was sent with four troops to make a scout up the Little Missouri, for about twenty miles. He returned the same day, without having discovered any recent “Indian signs.” On the 31st we crossed the Little Missouri without difficulty. On the 1st and 2d of June we were obliged to remain in camp on account of a snow storm.

We remained in camp on the Powder River for three days. General Terry went to the Yellowstone to communicate with the supply steamer Far West, which was at the mouth of the Powder River. He also went up the Yellowstone to communicate with General Gibbon’s command, known as the “Montana Column,” composed of four troops of the 2d Cavalry and several companies of the 7th Infantry. Before General Terry left it was given out that the 7th Cavalry would be sent to scout up the Powder River, while the wagon-train, escorted by the infantry, would be sent to establish a supply camp at the mouth of the Powder.

Eleven pack-mules, saddles, and aparejos were issued to each troop for this scout. This was a new departure; neither officers, men, nor mules had had any experience with this new method of transportation. There were a few “packers” (civilian employees) to give instructions. Short, compactly built mules, the best for the purpose, were selected from the teams…

General Terry having returned, orders were issued on the 10th for the right wing, six troops, under Major Reno, to make a scout up the Powder, provided with twelve days’ rations.

The left wing was ordered to turn over all forage and rations; also the pack-mules, except for four to each troop. Major Reno left at 3 P.M., and the next day the rest of the command marched to the mouth of the Powder. My troop was rear guard, and at times we were over three miles in rear of the wagon train waiting on the packers, for we had taken this opportunity to give them practical instruction.

Up to this time we had not seen an Indian, nor any recent signs of them, except one small trail of perhaps a half dozen tepees, evidently of a party of agency Indians on their way to join the hostile camps. The buffalo had all gone west; other game was scarce and wild. The indications were that the Indians were west of the Powder, and information from General Gibbon placed them south of the Yellowstone. Some of the officers of the right wing before they left expressed their belief that we would not find any Indians, and were sanguine that we would all get home by the middle of August.

Major Reno was ordered to scout to the forks of the Powder, then across to Mizpah Creek, follow it down to near its confluence with the Powder; then cross over to Pumpkin Creek, follow it down to the Tongue River, scout up that stream, and then rejoin the regiment at the mouth of Tongue River by the time his supplies were exhausted; unless, in the mean time, he should make some discovery that made it necessary to return sooner to make preparations for pursuit. A supply depot was established at the mouth of the Powder, guarded by the infantry, at which the wagon-train was left.

General Terry, with his staff and some supplies, took passage on the supply steamer Far West, and went up to the mouth of the Tongue. General Custer, with the left wing, marched to the mouth of the Tongue, where we remained until the 19th waiting tidings from Reno’s scout. The grounds where we camped had been occupied by the Indians the previous winter. The rude shelters for their ponies, built of driftwood, were still standing and furnished fuel for our campfires. A number of their dead, placed upon scaffolds, or tied to the branches of trees, were disturbed and robbed of their trinkets. Several persons rode about exhibiting trinkets with as much gusto as if they were trophies of their valor, and showed no more concern for their desecration than if they had won them at a raffle. Ten days later I saw the bodies of these same persons dead, naked and mutilated.

On the 19th of June tidings came from Reno that he had found a large trail that led up the Rosebud River. The particulars were not generally known. The camp was full of rumors; credulity was raised to the highest pitch, and we were filled with anxiety and curiosity until we reached Reno’s command, and learned the details of their discoveries. They had found a large trail on the Tongue River, and had followed it up the Rosebud about forty miles. The number of lodges in the deserted villages was estimated by the number of camp-fires remaining to be about three hundred and fifty. The indications were that the trail was about three weeks old. No Indians had been seen, nor any recent signs. It is not probable that Reno’s movements were known to the Indians, for on the very day Reno reached his farthest point up the Rosebud, the battle of the Rosebud, between General Crook’s forces and the Indians, was fought. The two commands were then not more than forty miles apart, but neither knew nor even suspected the proximity of the other.

We reached the mouth of the Rosebud about noon on the 21st, and began preparations for the march and the battle of the Little Big Horn…[1908:…for the march and for the expected battle or pursuit].

[1908: There were a number of Sioux Indians who never went to an agency except to visit friends and relatives and to barter…they were known as the “Hostiles’” and comprised representatives from all the different tribes of the Sioux nation…The authorities at Washington had determined to compel these Indians to reside at the agencies - hence the Sioux War].

Sitting Bull, an Uncpapa Sioux Indian, was the chief of the hostile camp. He had about sixty lodges of followers on whom he could at all times depend…he became known as the chief of the hostile Indian camp, and the camp was generally known as “Sitting Bull’s camp.” Sitting Bull was…about five feet eight inches in stature, and at the time of the battle of the Little Big Horn was forty-two years of age…In council his views had great weight, because he was known as a great medicine man. He was a chief, but not a warrior chief…A short time previous to the battle he had “made medicine,” and predicted that the soldiers would attack them and that the soldiers would all be killed. He took no active part in the battle, but, as was his custom in time of danger, remained in the village “making medicine.” Personally he was regarded as a great coward and a very great liar, “a man with a big head and a little heart.” The command passed the remains of a “Sundance” lodge which took place about June 5, and to which I shall again refer…In anticipation of this event, the Indians from the agencies had assembled at this camp.

Major James McLaughlin, United States Indian Agent…has made it a point to get estimates of the number of Indians at the hostile camp at the time of the battle. In his opinion, and all who know him will accept it with confidence, about one-third of the whole Sioux nation, including the northern Cheyennes and Arapahoes, were present at the battle; he estimates the number present at between twelve and fifteen thousand; that one out of four is a low estimate in determining the number of warriors present; that every male over the age of fourteen years of age may be considered a warrior in a general fight such as was the battle of the Little Big Horn; also…fewer squaws would accompany the recruits from the agencies. The minimum strength of their fighting men may then be put down as between twenty-five hundred and three thousand. Information was despatched from General Sheridan that from one agency alone about eighteen hundred lodges had set out to join the hostile camp; but that information did not reach General Terry until several days after the battle. The principal warrior chiefs of the hostile Indians were: “Gall,” “Crow King,” and “Black Moon,” Uncpapa Sioux; “Low Dog,” “Crazy Horse,” and “Big Road,” Ogallala Sioux; “Spotted Eagle,” Sans Arc Sioux; “Hump” of the Minneconjous; and “White Bull” and “Little Horse,” of the Cheyennes. To these belong the chief honors of conducting the battle, of whom, however, “Gall,” “Crow King,” and “Crazy Horse” were the ruling spirits.

[1908: Chief Gall was born about 1840, of Huncpapa parents. Until sitting Bull’s surrender, 1881, Gall never lived at the agencies…In 1872 he led his braves in a raiding attack on the 2nd Cavalry at “Baker’s Battlefield” on the Yellowstone, which by reason of its surprise, came near proving a disaster…August 4th, 1873, General Custer had gone into bivouac on the north bank of the Yellowstone…waiting for the main command under General Stanley. The two troops had unsaddled and were resting…while Gall made his dispositions for attack…and a lively battle was kept up until the arrival of troops from the main command which had heard and seen the firing from the mesa several miles away. A week later Gall made an attack on the 7th Cavalry at the head of “Pease Bottom,” a few miles below the mouth of the Big Horn… He was the Great War Chief of all the Sioux at “Custer’s Last Battle.” In 1877 he went with Sitting Bull to Canada…Later Gall became reconciled to agency life and was a good Indian…He died at Oak Creek…in 1895…He was a man of great natural ability, force of character and possessed great common sense].

Generals Terry, Gibbon, and Custer had a conference on board the steamer Far West. It was decided that the 7th Cavalry, under General Custer, should follow the trail discovered by Reno. “Officers’ call” was sounded as soon as the conference had concluded. Upon assembling, General Custer gave us our orders. We were to transport on our pack-mules fifteen days’ rations of hard bread, coffee, and sugar; twelve days’ rations of bacon, and fifty rounds of carbine ammunition per man. Each man was to be supplied with 100 rounds of carbine and 24 rounds of pistol ammunition, to be carried on his person and in his saddle-bags. Each man was to carry on his horse twelve pounds of oats. The pack-mules sent out with Reno’s command were badly used up, and promised to embarrass the expedition. General Custer recommended that some extra forage be carried on the pack-mules. In endeavoring to carry out this recommendation some troop commanders foresaw the difficulties, and told the General that some of the mules would certainly break down, especially if the extra forage was packed. He replied in an excited manner, quite unusual with him: “Well, gentlemen, you may carry what supplies you please; you will be held responsible for your companies. The extra forage was only a suggestion, but this fact bear in mind, we will follow the trail for fifteen days unless we catch them before that time expires, no matter how far it takes us from our base of supplies: we may not see the supply steamer again;” and, turning as he was about to enter his tent, he added, “You had better carry along an extra supply of salt: we may have to live on horse meat before we get through.” He was taken at his word, and an extra supply of salt was carried. “Battalion” and “wing” organizations were broken up, and troop commanders were responsible only to General Custer. His written instructions were as follows:

CAMP AT MOUTH OF ROSEBUD RIVER, MONTANA TERRITORY, June 22d, 1876. LIEUTENANT-COLONEL CUSTER, 7TH CAVALRY.

COLONEL: The Brigadier-General Commanding directs that, as soon as your regiment can be made ready for the march, you will proceed up the Rosebud in pursuit of the Indians whose trail was discovered by Major Reno a few days since. It is, of course, impossible to give you any definite instructions in regard to this movement, and were it mot impossible to do so the Department Commander places too much confidence in your zeal, energy, and ability to wish to impose upon you precise orders which might hamper your action when nearly in contact with the enemy. He will, however, indicate to you his own views of what your action should be, and he desires that you should conform to them unless you shall see sufficient reason for departing from them. He thinks that you should proceed up the Rosebud until you ascertain definitely the direction in which the trail above spoken of leads. Should it be found (as it appears almost certain that it will be found) to turn towards the Little Horn, he thinks that you should still proceed southward, perhaps as far as the headwaters of the Tongue, and then turn towards the Little Horn, feeling constantly, however, to your left, so as to preclude the escape of the Indians to the south or southeast by passing around your left flank. The column of Colonel Gibbon is now in motion for the mouth of the Big Horn. As soon as it reaches that point it will cross the Yellowstone and move up at least as far as the forks of the Big and Little Horns. Of course its future movements must be controlled by circumstances as they arise, but it is hoped that the Indians, if upon the Little Horn, may be so nearly inclosed by the two columns that their escape will be impossible.

The Department Commander desires that on your way up the Rosebud you should thoroughly examine the upper part of Tulloch’s Creek*, and that you should endeavor to send a scout through to Colonel Gibbon’s column, with information of the result of your examination. The lower part of this creek will be examined by a detachment from Colonel Gibbon’s command. The supply steamer will be pushed up the Big Horn as far as the forks if the river is found to be navigable for that distance, and the Department Commander, who will accompany the column of Colonel Gibbon, desires you to report to him there not later than the expiration of the time for which your troops are rationed, unless in the mean time you receive further orders. Very respectfully, your obedient servant, E.W. SMITH, Captain 18th Infantry, Acting Assistant Adjutant-General.

[1908: * Note: On the morning of the 24th, some of the command were quite excited over what they thought were “Smoke puffs” as made by Indians when signaling. At our first halt, I called General Custer’s attention to this. He replied that our scouts were well out on the divide, and was sure if any such signals were made our scouts would have reported them, but on the contrary, they reported nothing had been seen. Subsequent observations convinced me that these supposed “smoke puffs” were cloudlets of mist formed during the night in the valleys and wafted over the hill tops by the morning breeze.- E.S.G.]

These instructions are explicit, and fixed the location of the Indians very accurately. [1908: It has been assumed by some writers that General Terry’s command would be at the mouth of the Little Big Horn on June 26th, and that General Custer knew of that - also by some that the two commands were to come together about that date at that place. General Terry’s instructions do not say when his command would reach that point, and according to the instructions, General Custer was not necessarily expected there before the 5th or 6th of July, being rationed for fifteen days]. Of course as soon as it was determined that we were to go out, nearly every one took time to write letters home, but I doubt very much if there were many of a cheerful nature. Some officers made their wills; others gave verbal instructions as to the disposition of personal property and distribution of mementos; they seemed to have a presentiment of their fate. [1908: the entire section from “of course” to “of their fate” was omitted].

At twelve o’clock, noon, on the 22d of June, the “Forward” was sounded, and the regiment marched out of camp in column of fours, each troop followed by its pack-mules. Generals Terry, Gibbon, and Custer stationed themselves near our line of march and reviewed the regiment. General Terry had a pleasant word for each officer as he returned the salute. Our pack-trains proved troublesome at the start, as the cargoes began falling off before we got out of camp, and during all that day the mules straggled badly. After that day, however, they were placed under the charge of an officer [1908: Lieutenant Mathey] who was directed to report at the end of each day’s march the order of merit of the efficiency of the troop packers. Doubtless General Custer had some ulterior design in this. It is quite probable that if he had occasion to detach troops requiring rapid marching, he would have selected those troops whose packers had the best records. At all events the efficiency was much increased, and after we struck the Indian trail the pack-trains kept well closed.

We went into camp about 4 P.M., having marched twelve miles. About sunset “officers’ call” was sounded, and we assembled at General Custer’s bivouac and squatted in groups about the General’s bed. It was not a cheerful assemblage; everybody seemed to be in a serious mood, and the little conversation carried on, before all had arrived, was in undertones. When all had assembled the General said that until further orders trumpet-calls would not be sounded except in an emergency; the marches would begin at 5 A.M. sharp; the troop commanders were all experienced officers, and knew well enough what to do, and when to do what was necessary for their troops; there were two things that would be regulated from his headquarters, i.e., when to move out of and when to go into camp. All other details, such as reveille, stables, watering, halting, grazing, etc., on the march would be left to the judgment and discretion of the troop commanders; they were to keep within supporting distance of each other, not to get ahead of the scouts, or very far to the rear of the column. He took particular pains to impress upon the officers his reliance upon their judgment, discretion, and loyalty. He thought, judging from the number of lodge-fires reported by Reno, that we might meet at least a thousand warriors; there might be enough young men from the agencies, visiting their hostile friends, to make a total of fifteen hundred. He had consulted the reports of the commissioner of Indian Affairs as to the probable number of “Hostiles” (those who had persistently refused to live or enroll themselves at the Indian agencies), and he was confident, if any reliance was to be placed upon those reports, that there would not be an opposing force of more than fifteen hundred. General Terry had offered him the additional force of the battalion of the 2d Cavalry, but he had declined it because he felt sure we could whip any force that would be able to combine against him; that if the regiment could not, no other regiment in the service could; if they could whip the regiment, they would be able to defeat a much larger force, or, in other words, the reinforcement of this battalion could not save us from defeat. With the regiment acting alone there would be harmony, but another organization would be sure to cause jealousy. He had declined the offer of the Gatling guns for the reason that they might hamper our movements or march at a critical moment, because of the difficult nature of the country through which we would march. The marches would be from twenty-five to thirty-five miles a day. Troop officers were cautioned to husband their rations and the strength of their mules and horses, as we might be out for a great deal longer time than that for which we were rationed, as he intended to follow the trail until we could get the Indians, even if it took us to the Indian agencies on the Missouri River or in Nebraska. All officers were requested to make to him, then or at any time, any suggestions they thought fit.

This “talk” of his, as we called it, was considered at the time as something extraordinary for General Custer, for it was not his habit to unbosom himself to his officers. In it he showed a lack of self-confidence, a reliance on somebody else; there was an indefinable something that was not Custer. His manner and tone, usually brusque and aggressive, or somewhat rasping, was on this occasion conciliating and subdued. There was something akin to an appeal, as if depressed, that made a deep impression on all present. We compared watches to get the official time, and separated to attend to our various duties. Lieutenants McIntosh, Wallace* and myself walked to our bivouac, for some distance in silence, when Wallace remarked: “Godfrey, I believe General Custer is going to be killed.” “Why, Wallace,” I replied, “what makes you think so?” “Because,” he said, “I have never heard Custer talk in that way before.”

I went to my troop and gave orders what time the “silent” reveille should be and as to other details for the morning preparations; also the following directions in case of a night attack: the stable guard, packers, and cooks were to go out at once to the horses and mules to quiet and guard them; the other men were to go at once to a designated rendezvous and await orders; no man should fire a shot until he received orders from an officer to do so. When they retired for the night they should put their arms and equipments where they could get them without leaving their beds. I then went through the herd to satisfy myself as to the security of the animals. During the performance of this duty I came to the bivouac of the Indian scouts. “Mitch” Bouyer, the half-breed interpreter, “Bloody Knife,” the chief of the Ree scouts, “Half-Yellow-Face,” the chief of the Crow scouts, and others were having a “talk.” I observed them for a few minutes, when Bouyer turned toward me, apparently at the suggestion of “Half-Yellow-Face,” and said, “Have you ever fought against these Sioux?” “Yes,” I replied. Then he asked, “Well, how many do you expect to find?” I answered, “It is said we may find between one thousand and fifteen hundred.” “Well, do you think we can whip that many?” “Oh, yes, I guess so.” After he had interpreted our conversation, he said to me with a good deal of emphasis, “Well, I can tell you we are going to have a -- big fight.”

* Killed at the battle of Wounded Knee, December 29, 1890.

At five o’clock, sharp, on the morning of the 23d, General Custer mounted and started up the Rosebud, followed by two sergeants, one carrying the regimental standard and the other his personal or headquarters flag, the same kind of flag as used while commanding his cavalry division during the Rebellion. This was the signal for the command to mount and take up the march. Eight miles out we came to the first of the Indian camping-places. It certainly indicated a large village and numerous population. There was a great many “wickiups” (bushes stuck in the ground with the tops drawn together, over which they placed canvas or blankets). These we supposed at the time were for the dogs, but subsequent events developed the fact that they were the temporary shelters of the transients from the agencies. During the day we passed through three of these camping-places and made halts at each one. Everybody was busy studying the age of pony droppings and tracks and lodge trails, and endeavoring to determine the number of lodges. These points were the all-absorbing topics of conversation. We went into camp about five o’clock, having marched about thirty-three miles.

June 24th we passed a great many camping-places, all appearing to be of nearly the same strength. One would naturally suppose these were the successive camping-places of the same village, when in fact they were the continuous camps of the several bands. The fact that they appeared to be of nearly the same age, that is, having been made at the same time, did not impress us then. We passed through one much larger than any of the others. The grass for a considerable distance around it had been cropped close, indicating that large herds had been grazed there. The frame of a large “Sun-dance” lodge was standing, and in it we found the scalp of a white man, probably one of General Gibbon’s command who had been killed some weeks previously. It was whilst here that the Indians from the agencies had joined the Hostiles’ camp. The command halted here and “officers’ call” was sounded. Upon assembling, we were informed that our Crow scouts, who had been very active and efficient, had discovered fresh signs, the tracks of three or four ponies and of one Indian on foot. At this time a stiff southerly breeze was blowing; as we were about to separate, the General’s headquarters flag was blown down, falling toward our rear. Being near the flag, I picked it up and stuck the staff in the ground, but it fell again to the rear. I then bored the staff into the ground where it would have the support of a sage-bush. This circumstance made no impression on me at the time, but after the battle an officer [1908: Lieutenant Wallace] asked me if I remembered the incident; he had observed it, and regarded the fact of its falling to the rear as a bad omen, and felt sure we would suffer a defeat.

The march during the day was tedious. We made many long halts so as not to get ahead of the scouts, who seemed to be doing their work thoroughly, giving special attention to the right, toward Tulloch’s Creek, the valley of which was in general view from the divide. Once or twice signal smokes were reported in that direction [1908: but investigation did not confirm the reports]. The weather was dry and had been for some time, consequently the trail was very dusty. The troops were required to march on separate trails so that the dust clouds would not rise so high. The valley was heavily marked with lodge-pole trails and pony tracks, showing that immense herds of ponies had been driven over it. About sundown we went into camp under the cover of a bluff, so as to hide the command as much as possible. We had marched about twenty-eight miles. The fires were ordered to be put out as soon as supper was over, and we were to be in readiness to march again at 11:30 P.M. Lieutenant Hare and myself lay down about 9:30 to take a nap; when comfortably fixed we heard someone say, “He’s over there by that tree.” As that described our locality pretty well, I called out to know what was wanted, and the reply came: “The General’s compliments and wants to see all the officers at headquarters immediately.” So we gave up our much-needed rest and groped our way through horse herds, over sleeping men, and through thickets of bushes trying to find headquarters. No one could tell us, and as all fires and lights were out we could not keep our bearings. We finally espied a solitary candle-light, toward which we traveled, and found most of the officers assembled at the General’s bivouac. The General said that the trail led over the divide to the Little Big Horn; the march would be taken up at once, as he was anxious to get as near the divide as possible before daylight, where the command would be concealed during the day, and give ample time for the country to be studied, to locate the village and to make plans for the attack on the 26th. We then returned to our troops, except Lieutenant Hare, who was put on duty with the scouts. Because of the dust it was impossible to see any distance, and the rattle of equipment and clattering of the horses’ feet made it difficult to hear distinctly beyond our immediate surroundings. We could not see the trail, and we could only follow it by keeping in the dust cloud. The night was very calm, but occasionally a slight breeze would waft the cloud and disconcert our bearings; then we were obliged to halt to catch a sound from those in advance, sometimes whistling or hallooing, and getting a response we would start forward again…A little after 2 A.M., June 25, the command was halted to await further tidings from the scouts; we had marched about ten miles. Part of the command unsaddled to rest the horses. After daylight some coffee was made, but it was almost impossible to drink it; the water was so alkaline that the horses refused to drink it. Some time before eight o’clock, General Custer rode bareback to the several troops and gave orders to be ready to march at eight o’clock, and gave information that scouts had discovered the locality of the Indian villages or camps in the valley of the Little big Horn, about twelve or fifteen miles beyond the divide. Just before setting out on the march I went to where General Custer’s bivouac was. The General, “Bloody Knife,” and several Ree scouts and a half-breed interpreter were squatted in a circle having a “talk,” after the Indian fashion. The General wore a serious expression and was apparently abstracted. The scouts were doing the talking, and seemed nervous and disturbed. Finally “Bloody Knife” made a remark that recalled the General from his reverie, and he asked in his usual quick, brusque manner, “What’s that he says?” The interpreter replied, “He says we’ll find enough Sioux to keep us fighting two or three days.” The General smiled and remarked, “I guess we’ll get through with them in one day.”

We started promptly at eight o’clock and marched uninterruptedly until 10.30 A.M., when we halted in a ravine and were ordered to preserve quiet, keep concealed and not do anything that would be likely to reveal our presence to the enemy. We had marched about ten miles.

It is a rare occurrence in Indian warfare that gives a commander the opportunity to reconnoiter the enemy’s position in daylight. This is particularly true if the Indians have a knowledge of the presence of troops in the country. When following an Indian trail the “signs” indicate the length of time elapsed since the presence of the Indians. When the “signs” indicate a “hot trail” i.e., near approach, the commander judges his distance and by a forced march, usually in the night-time, tries to reach the Indian village at night and make a surprise attack at daylight. At all events his attack must be made with celerity, and generally without other knowledge of the numbers of the opposing force than that discovered or conjectured while following the trail. The dispositions for the attack may be said to be “made in the dark,” and successful surprise to depend upon luck. If the advance to the attack be made in daylight it is next to impossible that a near approach can be made without discovery. In all our previous experiences, when the immediate presence of the troops was once known to them, the warriors swarmed to the attack, and resorted to all kinds of ruses to mislead the troops, to delay the advance toward their camp or village, while the squaws and children secured what personal effects they could, drove off the pony herd, and by flight put themselves beyond danger, and then scattering made successful pursuit next to impossible. In civilized warfare the hostile forces may confront each other for hours, days, or weeks, and the battle may be conducted with a tolerable knowledge of the numbers, position, etc., of each other. A full knowledge of the immediate presence of the enemy does not imply immediate attack. In Indian warfare the rule is “touch and go.” These remarks are made because the firebrand nature of Indian warfare is not generally understood. In meditating upon the preliminaries of an Indian battle, old soldiers who have participated only in the battles of the Rebellion are apt to draw upon their own experiences for comparison, when there is no comparison.

The Little Big Horn River, or the “Greasy Grass” as it is known to the Indians, is a rapid mountain stream, from twenty to forty yards wide, with pebbled bottom, but abrupt, soft banks. The water at the ordinary stage is from two to five feet in depth, depending upon the width of the channel. The general direction of its course is northeasterly down to the Little Big Horn battle-field, where it trends northwesterly to its confluence with the Big Horn River. The other topographical features of the country which concern us in this narrative may be briefly described as follows: Between the Little Big Horn and Big Horn Rivers is a plateau of undulating prairie; between the Little Big Horn and the Rosebud are the Little Chetish or Wolf Mountains. By this it must not be misunderstood as a rocky upheaval chain or spur of mountains, but it is a rough, broken country of considerable elevation, of high precipitous hills and deep narrow gulches. The command had followed the trail up a branch of the Rosebud to within, say, a mile of the summit of these mountains, which form the “divide.” Not many miles to our right was the divide between the Little Big Horn and Tulloch’s Fork. The creek that drained the watershed to our right and front is now called “Sundance,” or Benteen’s Creek. The trail, very tortuous, and sometimes dangerous, followed down the bed and valley of this creek, which at that time was dry for the greater part of its length. It was from the divide between the Little Big Horn and the Rosebud that the scouts had discovered the smoke rising above the village, and the pony herds grazing in the valley of the Little Big Horn, somewhere about twelve or fifteen miles away. It was to their point of view that General Custer had gone while the column was halted in the ravine. It was impossible for him to discover more of the enemy than had already been reported by the scouts. In consequence of the high bluffs which screened the village, it was not possible in following the trail to discover more. Nor was there a point of observation near the trail from which further discoveries could be made until the battle was at hand.

It was well known to the Indians that the troops were in the field, and a battle was fully expected by them; but the close proximity of our column was not known to them until the morning of the day of the battle. Several young men had left the hostile camp on that morning to go to one of the agencies in Nebraska. They saw the dust made by the column of troops; some of their number returned to the village and gave warning that the troops were coming, so the attack was not a surprise. For two or three days their camp had been pitched on the site where they were attacked. The place was not selected with the view to making that the battle-field of the campaign, but whoever was in the van on their march thought it a good place to camp, put up his tepee, and the others as they arrived followed his example. It is customary among the Indians to camp by bands. The bands usually camp some distance apart, and Indians of the number then together would occupy a territory several miles along the river valley, and not necessarily within supporting distance of each other. But in view of the possible fulfillment of Sitting Bull’s prophecy the village had massed.

Our officers had generally collected in groups and discussed the situation. Some sought solitude and sleep, or meditation. The Ree scouts, who had not been very active for the past day or two, were together and their “medicine man” was anointing them and invoking the Great Spirit to protect them from the Sioux. They seemed to have become satisfied that we were going to find more Sioux than we could well take care of. Captain Yates’ troop had lost one its packs of hard bread during the night march from our last halting-place on the 24th. He had sent a detail back on the trail to recover it. Captain Keogh came to where a group of officers were, and said this detail had returned and [1908: Sergeant Curtis in charge] reported that when near the pack they discovered an Indian opening one of the boxes of hard bread with his tomahawk, and that as soon as the Indian saw the soldiers he galloped away to the hills out of range and then moved along leisurely. This information was taken to the General at once by his brother, Colonel Tom Custer. The General came back and had “officers’ call” sounded. He recounted Captain Keogh’s report, and also said that the scouts had seen several Indians moving along the ridge overlooking the valley through which we had marched, as if observing our movements; he thought the Indians must have seen the dust made by the command. At all events our presence had been discovered and further concealment was unnecessary; that we would march at once to attack the village; that he had not intended to make the attack until the next morning, the 26th, but our discovery made it imperative to act at once, as delay would allow the village to scatter and escape. Troop commanders were ordered to make a detail of one non-commissioned officer and six men to accompany the pack; to inspect their troops and report as soon as they were ready to march; that the troops would take their places in the column of march in the order in which reports of readiness were received, and that the last one to report would escort the pack-train.

The inspections were quickly made and the column was soon en route. We crossed the dividing ridge between the Rosebud and Little Big Horn valleys a little before noon. Shortly afterward the regiment was divided into battalions. The advance battalion, under Major Reno, consisted of troop “M,” Captain French; troop “A,” Captain Moylan and Lieutenant De Rudio; troop “G,” Lieutenants McIntosh and Wallace; the Indian scouts under Lieutenants Varnum and Hare and the interpreter Girard; Lieutenant Hodgson was Acting Adjutant and doctors De Wolf and Porter were the medical officers. The battalion under General Custer was composed of troop “I,” Captain Keogh and Lieutenant Porter; troop “F,” Captain Yates and Lieutenant Reily; troop “C,” Captain Custer and Lieutenant Harrington; troop “E,” Lieutenants Smith and Sturgis; troop “L,” Lieutenants Calhoun and Crittenden; Lieutenant Cook was the Adjutant, and Dr. G.E. Lord was medical officer. [1908: It is thought by some that Custer’s troops were divided into two battalions, one under Captain Keogh and one under Captain Yates] The battalion under Captain Benteen consisted of troop “H,” Captain Benteen and Lieutenant Gibson; troop “D,” Captain Weir and Lieutenant Edgerly, and troop “K,” Lieutenant Godfrey. The pack-train, Lieutenant Mathey in charge, was under the escort of troop “B,” Captain McDougall.

Major Reno’s battalion marched down a valley that developed into the small tributary to the Little Big Horn, now called “Sun-dance,” or Benteen’s Creek. The Indian trail followed the meanderings of this valley. Custer’s column followed Reno’s closely, and the pack-train followed their trail. Benteen’s battalion was ordered to the left and front, to a line of high bluffs about three or four miles distant. Benteen was ordered if he saw anything to send word to Custer, but to pitch into anything he came across; if when he arrived at the high bluffs, he could not see any enemy, he should continue his march to the next line of bluffs and so on, until he could see the Little Big Horn Valley. [1908: There is no doubt that Custer was possessed with the idea that the Indians would not “stand” for a daylight attack, that some of them would try to escape up the valley of the Little Big Horn with families, ponies and other impedimenta, and if so, he wanted them intercepted and driven back toward the village. This idea and another that the village might be strung out along the valley for several miles were probably the ones that influenced him to send Benteen’s battalion to the left]. He marched over a succession of rough, steep hills and deep valleys. The view from the point where the regiment was organized into battalions did not discover the difficult nature of the country, but as we advanced farther it became more and more forbidding. [1908: To save the strain on the battalion] Lieutenant Gibson was sent some distance in advance but saw no enemy, and so signaled the result of his reconnaissance to Benteen. The obstacles threw the battalion by degrees to the right until we came in sight of and not more than a mile from the trail. Many of our horses were greatly jaded by the climbing and descending, some getting far to the rear of the column. Benteen very wisely determined to follow the trail of the rest of the command, and we got into it just in advance of the pack-train. During this march on the left we could see occasionally the battalion under Custer, distinguished by the troop mounted on gray horses, marching at a rapid gait. Two or three times we heard loud cheering and also some few shots, but the occasion of these demonstrations is not known.

Some time after getting on the trail we came to a water-hole, or morass, at which a stream of running water had its source. Benteen halted the battalion. While watering we heard some firing in advance, and Weir became a little impatient at the delay of watering and started off with his troop, taking the advance, whereas his place in column was second. The rest of the battalion moved out very soon afterward and soon caught up with him. Just as we were leaving the water-hole the pack-train was arriving, and the poor thirsty mules plunged into the morass in spite of the efforts of the packers to prevent them, for they had not had water since the previous evening. We passed a burning tepee, fired presumably by our scouts, in which was the body of a warrior who had been killed in the battle with Crook’s troops on the Rosebud on the 17th of June.

The battalions under Reno and Custer did not meet any Indians until Reno arrived at the burning tepee; here a few were seen. These Indians did not act as if surprised by the appearance of troops; they made no effort to delay the column, but simply kept far enough in advance to invite pursuit. Reno’s command and the scouts followed them closely, until he received orders “to move forward at as rapid a gait as he thought prudent, and charge the village afterward, and the whole outfit would support him.” [1908: According to Reno’s official report this order was given him near this burning tepee. He says: “Lieutenant Cook, adjutant, came to me and said the village was only two miles above, and running away,” and gave the above order]. The order was received when Reno was not very far from the Little Big Horn River. [1908: the last sentence is deleted]

[1908: The Little Big Horn bottom, down which the trail led, is generally flat, and from one to two miles wide; along the stream, especially in the bends at the time of the fight, it was heavily timbered, principally large cotton woods, and obstructed a view of the main villages until Reno got to where he made his farthest advance down the valley; here the village loomed up large among the cotton woods below. Reno following the Indian trail, crossed at a ford; about three and a half miles below it, in a direct line, is a second ford; between these fords, skirting the right bank and paralleling the river is a ridge from one hundred to three hundred feet above the valley, which rises abruptly from river and valley. In following the summit of this ridge the travel distance is considerably increased.

The northeast slope declines rather gently at the upper end, but more abruptly at the lower end, and drains into a usually dry stream bed which joins the river at the second ford. About two miles below this ford is another. These lower fords were used by the Hostiles in swarming to the attack on Custer’s troops].

His [1908: Reno’s] battalion moved at a trot to the river, where Reno delayed about ten or fifteen minutes watering the horses and reforming his column on the left bank of the stream. [1908: both Captain Keogh and Lieutenant Cooke were at this crossing for a short time]. Reno now sent word to Custer that he had everything in front of him and that the enemy was strong. Custer had moved off to the right, being separated from Reno by a line of high bluffs and the river. Reno moved forward in column of fours about half a mile; then formed the battalion in line of battle across the valley with the scouts on the left; after advancing about a mile further he deployed the battalion as skirmishers. In the mean time the Hostiles, continually reinforced, fell back, firing occasionally, but made no decided effort to check Reno’s advance. The horses of two men became unmanageable and carried them into the Indian camp. The Indians now developed great force, opened a brisk fire, mounted, and made a dash toward the foot-hills on the left flank where the Ree scouts were. The scouts ignominiously fled, most of them abandoning the field altogether. [1908: Reno says in his report: “however, soon saw that I was being drawn into some trap, as they would certainly fight harder and especially as we were nearing their village which was still standing; besides, I could not see Custer or any other support, and at the same time the very earth seemed to grow Indians. They were running toward me in swarms and from all directions. I saw I must defend myself and give up the attack mounted. This I did.”]

[1908: During this advance the troops began to cheer in answer to the “whoops” of the Hostiles, and Reno yelled “Stop that noise.”] Reno, not seeing the “whole outfit” within supporting distance, did not obey his orders to charge the village, but dismounted his command to fight on foot. The movements of the Indians around the left flank and the flight of the scouts caused the left to fall back until the command was on the defensive in the timber and covered by the bank of the old river-bed. Reno’s loss thus far was one wounded. The position was a strong one, well protected in front by the bank and fringe of timber, somewhat open in the rear, but sheltered by timber in the bottom. Those present differ in their estimates of the length of time the command remained in the bottom after they were attacked in force. Some say “a few minutes;” others, “about an hour.” While Reno remained there his casualties were few. The Hostiles had him nearly surrounded, and there was some firing from the rear of the position by Indians on the opposite bank of the river. One man was killed close to where Reno was, and directly afterward Reno gave orders to those near him to “mount and get to the bluffs.” This order was not generally heard or communicated; while those who did hear it were preparing to execute it, he countermanded the order, but soon afterward he repeated the same order, “to mount and get to the bluffs,” and again it was not generally understood. Individuals, observing the preparations of those on the left, near Reno, informed their troop commanders, who then gave orders to mount. Owing to the noise of the firing and to the absorbed attention they were giving to the enemy, many did not know of the order until too late to accompany the command. Some remained concealed until the Indians left and then came out. Four others remained until night and then escaped. Reno’s command left the bottom by troop organizations in column. Reno was with the foremost in this retreat or “charge,” as he termed it in his report, and after he had exhausted the shots of his revolvers he threw them away. The hostile strength pushed Reno’s retreat to the left, so he could not get to the ford where he had entered the valley, but they were fortunate in striking the river at a fordable place; a pony-trail led up a funnel-shaped ravine into the bluffs. Here the command got jammed and lost all semblance of organization. The Indians fired into them, but not very effectively. There does not appear to have been any resistance, certainly no organized resistance, during this retreat. On the right and left of the ravine into which the pony-path led were rough precipitous clay bluffs. It was surprising to see what steep inclines men and horses clambered up under the excitement of danger.

Lieutenant Donald McIntosh was killed soon after leaving the timber. Dr. De Wolf was killed while climbing the bluffs a short distance from the command. Lieutenant B. H. Hodgson’s horse leaped from the bank into the river and fell dead; the lieutenant was wounded in the leg, probably by the same bullet that killed the horse. Hodgson called out, “For God’s sake, don’t abandon me;” he was assured that he would not be left behind. Hodgson then took hold of a comrade’s stirrup-strap and was taken across the stream, but soon after was shot and killed. Hodgson, some days before the battle, had said that if he was dismounted in battle or wounded, he intended to take hold of somebody’s stirrup to assist himself from the field. During the retreat Private Davern, troop “F,” had a hand-to-hand conflict with an Indian; his horse was killed; he then shot the Indian, caught the Indian’s pony, and rode to the command.

Reno’s casualties thus far were three officers, including Dr. J.M. De Wolf, and twenty-nine enlisted men and scouts killed; seven enlisted men wounded; and one officer, one interpreter, and fourteen soldiers and scouts missing. Nearly all the casualties occurred during the retreat and after leaving the timber, [1908: Scout Charlie Reynolds (white), and Isaiah Dorman (Negro), interpreter from Fort Rice, were killed in the timber on the right of Reno’s second position. “Bloody Knife” (Ree) was killed by Reno’s side]. The Ree scouts continued their flight until they reached the supply camp at the mouth of the Powder, on the 27th. [1908: The Crow scouts remained with the command. Mr. F.F. Gerard, interpreter, informs me that it is his recollection that only one Crow scout “Curley,” and “Mitch” Boyer, Crow interpreter, accompanied Custer’s immediate command and that all the other Crow scouts were with Reno. “Curley” probably did not go into the fight at all, but left Custer just before the fighting commenced and went to the high ridge back of the of the Custer ridge, watched the battle long enough to see that Custer would be defeated and then worked his way to the Big Horn River and waited for the coming of the steamboat “FAR WEST” the smoke of which could undoubtedly be seen for a long distance].

We will now go back to Benteen’s battalion. Not long after leaving the water-hole a sergeant [1908: Kanipe, troop “C”] met him with an order from Custer to the commanding officer of the pack-train to hurry it up. The sergeant was sent back to the train with message; as he passed the column he said to the men, “We’ve got ‘em, boys.” From this and other remarks we inferred that Custer had attacked and captured the village.

Shortly afterward we were met by a trumpeter [1908: Martin, troop “H”] bearing this message signed by Colonel Cook, Adjutant: “Benteen, come on. Big village. Be quick. Bring packs,” with the postscript, “Bring packs.” [1908: A riderless horse was the only living thing to be seen in our front. Benteen asked the trumpeter what had been done and Martin informed him that “Indians had ‘skedaddled,‘” abandoning the village]. The column had been marching at a trot and walk, according as the ground was smooth or broken. We now heard firing, first straggling shots, and as we advanced the engagement became more and more pronounced and appeared to be coming toward us. The column took the gallop with pistols drawn, expecting to meet the enemy which we thought Custer was driving before him in his effort to communicate with the pack-train, never suspecting that our force had been defeated. We were forming in line to meet our supposed enemy, when we came in full view of the valley of the Little Big Horn. The valley was full of horsemen riding to and fro in clouds of dust and smoke, for the grass had been fired by the Indians to drive the troops out and cover their own movements. On the bluffs to our right we saw a body of troops and that they were engaged. But an engagement appeared to be going on in the valley too. Owing to the distance, smoke, and dust, it was impossible to distinguish if those in the valley were friends or foes. There was a short time of uncertainty as to the direction in which we should go, but some Crow scouts came by, driving a small herd of ponies, one of whom said “Soldiers,” and motioned for the command to go to the right. Following his directions, we soon joined Reno’s battalion, which was still firing. Reno had lost his hat and had a handkerchief tied about his head, and appeared to be very much excited. Benteen’s battalion was ordered to dismount and deploy as skirmishers on the edge of the bluffs overlooking the valley. Very soon after this the Indians withdrew from the attack. Lieutenant Hare came to where I was standing and, grasping my hand heartily, said with a good deal of emphasis: “We’ve had a big fight in the bottom, got whipped, and I am -- glad to see you.” I was satisfied that he meant what he said, for I had already suspected that something was wrong, but was not quite prepared for such startling information. Benteen’s battalion was ordered to divide its ammunition with Reno’s men, who had apparently expended nearly all in their personal possession. It has often been a matter of doubt whether this was a fact, or the effect of imagination. It seems most improbable, in view of their active movements and the short time the command was firing, that the “most of the men” should have expended one hundred and fifty rounds of ammunition per man. [1908: Lieutenant Hare was ordered to go back and bring up the ammunition pack-mules. Luckily for us the Indians had not gone back on our trail and discovered and waylaid the pack-train].

While waiting for the ammunition pack-mules, Major Reno concluded to make an effort to recover and bury the body of Lieutenant Hodgson. [1908: Reno asked for a carbine, saying that he had lost his pistols in the charge] At the same time we loaded up a few men with canteens to get water for the command; they were to accompany the rescuing party. The effort was futile; the party was ordered back after being fired upon by some Indians who doubtless were scalping the dead near the foot of the bluffs.

A number of officers collected on the edge of the bluff overlooking the valley and were discussing the situation; among our number was Captain Moylan, a veteran soldier, and a good one too, watching intently the scene below. Moylan remarked, quite emphatically: “Gentlemen, in my opinion General Custer has made the biggest mistake of his life, by not taking the whole regiment in at the first attack.” [1908: the entire section mentioning Moylan and his opinion was deleted]. At this time there were a large number of horsemen, Indians, in the valley. Suddenly they all started down the valley, and in a few minutes scarcely a horseman was to be seen. Heavy firing was heard down the river. During this time the questions were being asked: “What’s the matter with Custer, that he don’t send word what we shall do?” “Wonder what we are staying here for?” etc., thus showing some uneasiness; but still no one seemed to show great anxiety, nor do I know that any one felt any serious apprehension but that Custer could and would take care of himself. Some of Reno’s men had seen a party of Custer’s command, including Custer himself, on the bluffs about the time the Indians began to develop in Reno’s front. This party was heard to cheer, and seen to wave their hats as if to give encouragement, and then they disappeared behind the hills or escaped further attention from those below. [1908: Major Moylan thinks that the last he saw of Custer’s party was about the position of Reno Hill. Major DeRudio thinks he saw Custer on the ridge about opposite where Dr. De Wolf was killed. He says Custer and Tom were dismounted, apparently looking at them through field glasses. Reno was then developing into line of skirmishers. He saw them mount and disappear. Custer’s battalion was not seen by Reno’s troops after the separation]. It was about the time of this incident that Trumpeter Martini [1908: (for the Indians were “skedaddling”)] left Cook with Custer’s last orders to Benteen, viz.: “Benteen, come on. Big village. Bring packs. Cook, Adjutant. P.S. Bring packs.” The repetition in the order would seem to indicate that Cook was excited flurried, or that he wanted to emphasize the necessity for escorting the packs. It is possible, yes probable, that from the high point Custer could then see nearly the whole camp and force of the Indians and realized that the chances were desperate; but it was too late to reunite his forces for the attack. Reno was already in the fight and his (Custer’s) own battalion was separated from the attack by a distance of two and a half to three miles. He had no reason to think that Reno would not push his attack vigorously. A commander seldom goes into battle counting upon the failure of his lieutenant; if he did, he should certainly provide that such failure should not turn into disaster.

During a long time after the junction of Reno and Benteen we heard firing down the river in the direction of Custer’s command. We were satisfied that Custer was fighting the Indians somewhere, and the conviction was expressed that “our command ought to be doing something or Custer would be after Reno with a sharp stick.” We heard two distinct volleys which excited some surprise, and, if I mistake not, brought out the remark from some one that “Custer was giving it to them for all he was worth.” I have but little doubt now that these volleys were fired by Custer’s orders as signals of distress and to indicate where he was.

Captain Weir and Lieutenant Edgerly, after driving the Indians away from Reno’s command, on their side, heard the firing, became impatient at the delay, and thought they would move down that way, if they should be permitted. Weir started to get this permission, but changed his mind and concluded to take a survey from the high bluffs first. Edgerly, seeing Weir going in the direction of the firing, supposed it was all right and started down the ravine with the troop. Weir, from the high point, saw the Indians in large numbers start for Edgerly, and signaled for him to change his direction, and Edgerly went over to the high point, where they remained, not seriously molested, until the remainder of the troops marched down there; the Indians were seen by them to ride about what afterward proved to be Custer’s battle-field, shooting into the bodies of the dead men. [1908: or killing wounded men]

McDougall came up with the pack-train and reported the firing when he reported his arrival to Reno. I remember distinctly looking at my watch at twenty minutes past four, and made a note of it in my memorandum-book, and although i have never satisfactorily been able to recall what particular incident happened at that time, it was some important event before we started down the river. It is my impression, however, that it was the arrival of the pack-train. It was about this time that thirteen men and a scout named Herendeen rejoined the command; they had been missing since Reno’s flight from the bottom; several of them were wounded. These men had lost their horses in the stampede from the bottom and had remained in the timber; when leaving the timber to rejoin, they were fired upon by five Indians, but they drove them away and were not again molested.

My recollection is that it was about half two when we joined Reno. About five o’clock the command moved down toward Custer’s supposed whereabouts, intending to join him. The advance went as far as the high bluffs where the command was halted. Persons who have been on the plains and have seen stationary objects dancing before them, now in view and now obscured, or a weed on the top of a hill, projected against the sky, magnified to appear as a tree, will readily understand why our views would be unsatisfactory. We could see stationary groups of horsemen, and individual horsemen moving about; from their grouping and the manner in which they sat their horses we knew they were Indians. On the left of the valley a strange sight attracted our attention. Some one remarked that there had been a fire that scorched the leaves of the bushes, which caused the reddish-brown appearance, but this appearance was changeable; watching this intently for a short time with field-glasses, it was discovered that this strange sight was the immense pony-herds of the Indians.

Looking toward Custer’s field, on a hill two miles away we saw a large assemblage. At first our command did not appear to attract their attention, although there was some commotion observable among those nearest to our position. We heard occasional shots, most of which seemed to be a great distance off, beyond the large groups on the hill. While watching this group the conclusion was arrived at that Custer had been repulsed, and the firing was the parting shots of the rear-guard. The firing ceased, the groups dispersed, clouds of dust arose from all parts of the field, and the horsemen converged toward our position. The command was now dismounted to fight on foot. Weir’s and French’s troops were posted on the high bluffs and to the front of them; my own troop along the crest of the bluffs next to the river; the rest of the command moved to the rear, as I supposed to occupy other points in the vicinity, to make this our defensive position. Busying myself with posting my men, giving direction about the use of ammunition, etc., I was a little startled by the remark that the command was out of sight. At this time Weir’s and French’s troops were being attacked. Orders were soon brought to me by Lieutenant Hare, Acting-Adjutant, to join the main command. I had gone some distance in the execution of this order when, looking back, I saw French’s troop come tearing over the bluffs, and soon after Weir’s troop following in hot haste. Edgerly was near the top of the bluff trying to mount his frantic horse, and it did seem that he would not succeed, but he vaulted into his saddle and then joined the troop. The Indians almost immediately followed to the top of the bluff, and commenced firing into the retreating troops, killing one man, wounding others and several horses. They then started down the hillside in pursuit. I at once made up my mind that such a retreat and close pursuit would throw the whole command into confusion, and, perhaps, prove disastrous. I dismounted my men to fight on foot, deploying as rapidly as possible without waiting for the formation laid down in tactics. Lieutenant Hare expressed his intention of staying with me, “Adjutant or no Adjutant.” The led horses were sent to the main command. Our fire in a short time compelled the Indians to halt and take cover, but before this was accomplished, a second order came for me to fall back as quickly as possible to the main command. Having checked the pursuit we began our retreat, slowly at first, but kept up our firing. After proceeding some distance the men began to group together, and to move a little faster and faster, and our fire slackened. This was pretty good evidence that they were getting demoralized. The Indians were being heavily reinforced, and began to come from their cover, but kept up a heavy fire. I halted the line, made the men take their intervals, and again drove the Indians to cover; then once more began the retreat. The firing of the Indians was very heavy; the bullets struck the ground all about us; but the “ping-ping” of the bullets overhead seemed to have a more terrifying influence than the “swish-thud” of the bullets that struck the ground immediately about us. When we got to the ridge in front of Reno’s position I observed some Indians making all haste to get possession of a hill to the right. I could now see the rest of the command, and I knew that that hill would command Reno’s position. Supposing that my troop was to occupy the line we were then on, I ordered Hare to take ten men and hold the hill, but, just as he was moving off, an order came from Reno to get back as quickly as possible; so I recalled Hare and ordered the men to run to the lines. This movement was executed, strange to say, without a single casualty.

The Indians now took possession of all the surrounding high points, and opened a heavy fire. They had in the meantime sent a large force up the valley, and soon our position was entirely surrounded. It was now about seven o’clock.

Our position next the river was protected by the rough, rugged steep bluffs which were cut up by irregular deep ravines. From the crest of these bluffs the ground gently declined away from the river. On the north there was a short ridge, the ground sloping gently to the front and rear. This ridge, during the first day, was occupied by five troops. Directly in rear of the ridge was a small hill; in the ravine on the south of this hill our hospital was established, and the horses and pack-mules were secured. Across this ravine one troop, Moylan’s, was posted, the packs and the dead animals being utilized for breastworks. The high hill on the south was occupied by Benteen’s troop. Everybody now lay down and spread himself out as thin as possible. After lying there a few minutes I was horrified to find myself wondering if a small sage-bush, about as thick as my finger, would turn a bullet, so I got up and walked along the line, cautioned the men not to waste their ammunition; ordered certain men who were good shots to do the firing, and others to keep them supplied with loaded guns.

The firing continued till nearly dark (between nine and ten o’clock), although after dark but little attention was paid to the firing, as everybody moved about freely.

Of course everybody was wondering about Custer why he did not communicate by courier or signal. But the general opinion seemed to prevail that he had been defeated and driven down the river, where he would probably join General Terry, and with whom he would return to our relief. Quite frequently, too, the question, “What’s the matter with Custer?” would evoke an impatient reply.

Indians are proverbial economists of fuel, but they did not stint themselves that night. The long twilight was prolonged by numerous bonfires, located throughout their village. The long shadows of the hills and the refracted light gave a supernatural aspect to the surrounding country, which may account for the illusions of those who imagined they could see columns of troops, etc. Although our dusky foes did not molest us with obtrusive attentions during the night, yet it must not be inferred that we were allowed to pass the night in perfect rest; or that they were endeavoring to soothe us into forgetfulness of their proximity, or trying to conceal their situation. They were a good deal happier than we were; nor did they strive to conceal their joy. Their camp was a veritable pandemonium. All night long they continued their frantic revels; beating tom-toms, dancing, whooping, yelling with demoniacal screams, and discharging firearms. We knew they were having a scalp-dance. In this connection the question has often been asked “if they did not have prisoners at the torture?” The Indians deny that they took any prisoners. We did not discover any evidence of torture in their camps. It is true that we did find human heads severed from their bodies, but these probably had been paraded in their orgies during that terrible night.

Our casualties had been comparatively few since taking position on the hill. The question of moving was discussed, but the conditions coupled to the proposition caused it to be indignantly rejected. Some of the scouts were sent out soon after dark to look for signs of Custer’s command, but they returned after a short absence saying that the country was full of Sioux. Lieutenant Varnum volunteered to go out, but was either discouraged from the venture or forbidden to go out.

After dark the troops were arranged a little differently. The horses were unsaddled, and the mules were relieved of their packs; all animals were secured to lariats stretched and picketed to the ground.

Soon after all firing had ceased the wildest confusion prevailed. Men imagined they could see a column of troops over the hills or ridges, that they could hear the tramp of the horses, the command of officers, or even the trumpet-calls. Stable-call was sounded by one of our trumpeters; shots were fired by some of our men, and familiar trumpet-calls were sounded by our trumpeter immediately after, to let the supposed marching column know we were friends. Every favorable expression or opinion was received with credulity, and then ratified with a cheer. Somebody suggested that General Crook might be coming, so some one, a civilian packer, I think, mounted a horse, and galloping along the line yelled: “Don’t be discouraged, boys, Crook is coming.” But they gradually realized that the much-wished-for reinforcements were but the phantasma of their imaginations, and settled down to their work of digging rifle-pits. They worked in pairs, in threes and fours. The ground was hard and dry. There were only three or four spades and shovels in the whole command; axes, hatchets, knives, tableforks, tin cups, and halves of canteens were brought into use. However, everybody worked hard, and some were still digging when the enemy opened fire at early dawn, between half-past two and three o’clock, so that all had some sort of shelter, except Benteen’s men. The enemy’s first salutations were rather feeble, and our side made scarcely any response; but as dawn advanced to daylight their lines were heavily reinforced, and both sides kept up a continuous fusillade. Of course it was their policy to draw our fire as much as possible to exhaust our ammunition, As they exposed their persons very little we forbade our men, except well-known good shots, to fire without orders. The Indians amused themselves by standing erect, in full view for an instant, and then dropping down again before a bullet could reach them, but of that they soon seemed to grow tired or found it too dangerous; then they resorted to the old ruse of raising a hat and blouse, or a blanket, on a stick to draw our fire; we soon understood their tactics. Occasionally they fired volleys at command. Their fire, however, was not very effective. Benteen’s troop suffered greater losses than any other, because their rear was exposed to the long-range firing from the hills on the north. The horses and mules suffered greatly, as they were fully exposed to long-range fire from the east.

Benteen came over to where Reno was lying, and asked for reinforcements to be sent to his line. Before he left his line, however, he ordered Gibson not to fall back under any circumstances, as this was the key of the position. Gibson’s men had expended nearly all their ammunition, some men being reduced to as few as four or five cartridges. He was embarrassed, too, with quite a number of wounded men. Indeed, the situation here was most critical, for if the Indians had made a rush, a retreat was inevitable. Private McDermott volunteered to carry a message from Gibson to Benteen urging him to hasten the reinforcements. After considerable urging by Benteen, Reno finally ordered French to take “M” troop over to the south side. On his way over Benteen picked up some men then with the horses. Just previous to his arrival an Indian had shot one of Gibson’s men, then rushed up and touched the body with his “coup-stick,” and started back to cover, but he was killed. He was in such close proximity to the lines and so exposed to the fire that the other Indians could not carry his body away. This, I believe, was the only dead Indian left in our possession. [1908: that is, at Reno Hill]. This boldness determined Benteen to make a charge, and the Indians were driven nearly to the river. On their retreat they dragged several dead and wounded warriors away with them.

The firing almost ceased for a while, and then it recommenced with greater fury. From this fact, and their more active movements, it became evident that they contemplated something more serious than a mere fusillade. Benteen came back to where Reno was, and said if something was not done pretty soon the Indians would run into our lines. Waiting a short time, and no action being taken on his suggestion, he said rather impatiently: “You’ve got to do something here [1908: on the north side] pretty quick; this won’t do, you must drive them back.” Reno then directed us to get ready for a charge, and told Benteen to give the word. Benteen called out “All ready now men. Now’s your time. Give them hell. Hip, hip, here we go!” and away we went with a hurrah, every man, but one who lay in his pit crying like a child. The Indians fired more rapidly than before from their whole line. Our men left the pits with their carbines loaded, and they began firing without orders soon after we started. A large body of Indians had assembled at the foot of one of the hills, intending probably to make a charge, as Benteen had divined, but they broke as soon as our line started. When we had advanced 75 or 100 yards, Reno called out “Get back, men, get back,” and back the whole line came. A most singular fact of this sortie was that not a man who advanced with the lines was hit; but directly after every one had gotten into the pits again, the one man who did not go out was shot in the head and killed instantly. The poor fellow had a premonition that he would be killed, and had so told one of his comrades.

Up to this time the command had been without water. The excitement and heat made our thirst almost maddening. The men were forbidden to use tobacco. They put pebbles in their mouths to excite the glands; some ate grass roots, but did not find relief; some tried to eat hard bread, but after chewing it awhile would blow it out of their mouths like so much flour. A few potatoes were given out and afforded some relief. About 11 A.M. the firing was slack, and parties of volunteers were formed to get water under the protection of Benteen’s lines. The parties worked their way down the ravines to within a few yards of the river. The men would get ready, make a rush to the river, fill the camp-kettles, and return to fill the canteens. Some Indians stationed in a copse of woods, a short distance away, opened fire whenever a man exposed himself, which made this a particularly hazardous service. Several men were wounded, and the additional danger was then incurred of rescuing their wounded comrades. I think all these men were rewarded with medals of honor. By about one o’clock the Indians had nearly all left us, but they still guarded the river; by that time, however, we had about all the water we needed for immediate use. About two o’clock the Indians came back, opened fire, and drove us to the trenches again, but by three o’clock the firing had ceased altogether.

Late in the afternoon we saw a few horsemen in the bottom apparently to observe us, and then fire was set to the grass in the valley. About 7 P.M. we saw emerge from behind this screen of smoke an immense moving mass crossing the plateau, going toward the Big Horn Mountains. [1908: This moving mass was distant about five or six miles, but looked much nearer, and almost directly between us and the setting sun, now darkened by the smoke and dust ladened atmosphere; the travois with families and belongings and the pony herds was massed, the long column with wide front was skirted by the warriors on guard; thus silhouetted against the redlined western sky-line, their departure was to us a gladsome sight]. A fervent “Thank God” that they had at last given up the contest was soon followed by grave doubts as to their motive for moving. Perhaps Custer had met Terry, and was coming to our relief. Perhaps they were short of ammunition, and were moving their village to a safe distance before making a final desperate effort to overwhelm us. Perhaps it was only a ruse to get us on the move, and then clean us out.

The stench from the dead men and horses was now exceedingly offensive, and it was decided to take up a new position nearer the river. The companies were assigned positions, and the men were put to work digging pits with the expectation of a renewal of the attack. Our loss on the hill had been eighteen killed and fifty-two wounded.

During the night [1908: of June 26th] Lieutenant De Rudio, Private O’Neal, Mr. Girard, the interpreter, and Jackson, a half-breed scout, came to our line. They had been left in the bottom when Reno made his retreat. [1908: In attempting to rejoin on the night of the 25th found the approaches guarded by Indians, so they concealed themselves in the brush some distance up the valley].

In this narrative of the movements immediately preceding, and resulting in, the annihilation of the men with Custer, I have related facts substantially as observed by myself or as given to me by Chief Gall of the Sioux. His statements have been corroborated by other Indians, notably the wife of “Spotted Horn Bull,” an intelligent Sioux squaw, one of the first who had the courage to talk freely to any one who participated in the battle.

In 1886, on the tenth anniversary, an effort was made to have a reunion of the survivors at the battle-field. Colonel Benteen, Captains McDougall and Edgerly, Dr. Porter, Sergeant Hall, Trumpeter Penwell, and myself met there on the 25th of June…through the personal influence of Major McLaughlin, Indian agent at Standing Rock Agency, Chief Gall was prevailed upon to accompany the party and describe Custer’s part in the battle. We were unfortunate in not having an efficient and truthful interpreter on the field at the reunion. The statements I have used were, after our return to the agency, interpreted by Mrs. McLaughlin and Mr. Farribault, of the agency, both of whom are perfectly trustworthy and are familiar with the Sioux language.

It has been previously noted that General Custer separated from Reno before the latter crossed the Little Big Horn under orders to charge the village. Custer’s column bore to the right of the river (a sudden change of plan, probably); a ridge of high bluffs and the river separated the two commands, and they could not see each other. On this ridge, however, Custer and his staff were seen to wave their hats, and heard to cheer just as Reno was beginning the attack; but Custer’s troops were at that time a mile or more to his right. It was about this time that the trumpeter was sent back with Custer’s last order to Benteen. From this place (see A on map) Custer could survey the valley for several miles above and for a short distance below Reno; yet he could only see a part of the village; he must, then, have felt confident that all the Indians were below him; hence, I presume, his message to Benteen. The view of the main body of the village was cut off by the highest points of the ridge, a short distance from him. Had he gone to this high point he would have understood the magnitude of his undertaking, and it is probable that his plan of battle would have been changed. We have no evidence that he did not go there. He could see, however, that the village was not breaking away toward the Big Horn Mountains. He must, then, have expected to find the squaws and children fleeing to the bluffs on the north, for in no other way do I account for his wide detour to the right. He must have counted upon Reno’s success, and fully expected the “scatteration” of the non-combatants with the pony herds. The probable attack upon the families and the capture of the herds were in that event counted upon to strike consternation in the hearts of the warriors, and were elements for success upon which General Custer fully counted in the event of a daylight attack.

When Reno’s advance was checked, and his left began to fall back, Chief Gall started with some of his warriors to cut off Reno’s retreat to the bluffs. On his way he was excitedly hailed by “Iron Cedar,” one of his warriors, who was on the high point, to hurry to him, that more soldiers were coming. This was the first intimation the Indians had of Custer’s column; up to the time of this incident they had supposed that all the troops were in at Reno’s attack. Custer had then crossed the valley of the dry creek, and was marching along and well up the slope of the bluff forming the second ridge back from the river, and nearly parallel to it. The command was marching rapidly in column of fours, and there was some confusion in the ranks, due probably to the unmanageableness of some excited horses.

The accepted theory for many years after the battle, and still persisted in by some writers, was that Custer’s column had turned the high bluffs near the river, moved down the dry (Reno’s) creek, and attempted to ford the river near the lowest point of these bluffs; that he was there met by an overpowering force and driven back; that he then divided his battalion, moved down the river with the view of attacking the village, but met with such resistance from the enemy posted along the river bank and ravines that he was compelled to fall back, fighting, to the position on the ridge. The numerous bodies found scattered between the river and ridge were supposed to be the first victims of the fight. I am now satisfied that these were men who either survived those on the ridge or attempted to escape the massacre.

Custer’s route was as indicated on the map, and his column was never nearer the river than his final position on the ridge. The wife of Spotted Horn Bull, when giving me her account of the battle, persisted in saying that Custer’s column did not attempt to cross at the ford, and appealed to her husband, who supported her statement. On the battle-field, in 1886, Chief Gall indicated Custer’s route to me, and it then flashed upon me that I myself had seen Custer’s trail. On June 28, while we were burying the dead, I asked Major Reno’s permission to go on the high ridge east or back of the field to look for tracks of shod horses to ascertain if some of the command might not have escaped. When I reached the ridge I saw this trail, and wondered who could have made it, but dismissed the thought that it had been made by Custer’s column, because it did not accord with the theory with which we were then filled, that Custer had attempted to cross at the ford, and this trail was too far back, and showed no indication of leading toward the ford. Trumpeter Penwell was my orderly and accompanied me. It was a singular coincidence that in 1886 Penwell was stationed at Fort Custer, and was my orderly when visiting the battle-field. Penwell corroborated my recollection of the trail.

The ford theory arose from the fact that we found there numerous tracks of shod horses, but they evidently had been made after the Indians had possessed themselves of the cavalry horses, for they rode them after capturing them. No bodies of men or horses were found anywhere near the ford, and these facts are conclusive to my mind that Custer did not go to the ford with any body of men.

As soon as Gall had personally confirmed Iron Cedar’s report he sent word to the warriors battling against Reno, and to the people in the village. The greatest consternation prevailed among the families, and orders were given for them to leave at once. Before they could do so the great body of warriors had left Reno, and hastened to attack Custer. This explains why Reno was not pushed when so much confusion at the river crossing gave the Indians every opportunity of annihilating his command. Not long after the Indians began to show a strong force in Custer’s front, Custer turned his column to the left, and advanced in the direction of the village to near a place now marked as a spring, halted at the junction of the ravines just below it, and dismounted two troops, Keogh’s and Calhoun’s, to fight on foot. These two troops advanced at double-time to a knoll, now marked by Crittenden’s monument. The other three troops, mounted, followed them a short distance in their rear. The led horses remained where the troops dismounted. When Keogh and Calhoun got to the knoll the other troops marched rapidly to the right; Smith’s troop deployed as skirmishers, mounted, and took position on a ridge, which, on Smith’s left, ended in Keogh’s position (now marked by Crittenden’s monument), and, on Smith’s right, ended at the hill on which Custer took position with Yates and Tom Custer’s troops, now known as Custer’s hill, and marked by the monument erected to the command. Smith’s skirmishers, holding their gray horses, remained in groups of fours.

The line occupied by Custer’s battalion was the first considerable ridge back from the river, the nearest point being about half a mile from it. His front was extended about three fourths of a mile. The whole village was in full view. A few hundred yards from his line was another but lower ridge, the further slope of which was not commanded by his line. It was here that the Indians under Crazy Horse from the lower part of the village, among whom were the Cheyennes, formed for the charge on Custer’s Hill. All Indians had now left Reno. Gall collected his warriors, and moved up a ravine south of Keogh and Calhoun. As they were turning this flank they discovered the led horses without any other guard than the horse-holders. They opened fire upon the horse-holders, and used the usual devices to stampede the horses - that is, yelling, waving blankets, etc.; in this they succeeded very soon, and the horses were caught up by the squaws. In this disaster Keogh and Calhoun probably lost their reserve ammunition, which was carried in the saddle-bags. Gall’s warriors now moved to the foot of the knoll held by Calhoun. A large force dismounted and advanced up the slope far enough to be able to see the soldiers when standing erect, but were protected when squatting or lying down. By jumping up and firing quickly, they exposed themselves only for an instant, but drew the fire of the soldiers, causing a waste of ammunition. In the mean time Gall was massing his mounted warriors under the protection of the slope. When everything was in readiness, at a signal from Gall the dismounted warriors rose, fired, and every Indian gave voice to the war-whoop; the mounted Indians put whip to their ponies, and the whole mass rushed upon and crushed Calhoun. The maddened mass of Indians was carried forward by its own momentum over Calhoun and Crittenden down into the depression where Keogh was, with over thirty men, and all was over on that part of the field.

In the mean time the same tactics were being pursued and executed around Custer’s Hill. The warriors, under the leadership of Crow-King, Crazy Horse, White Bull, “Hump,” and others, moved up the ravine west of Custer’s Hill, and concentrated under the shelter of the ridges on his right flank and back of his position. Gall’s bloody work was finished before the annihilation of Custer was accomplished, and his victorious warriors hurried forward to the hot encounter then going on, and the frightful massacre was completed.

Smith’s men had disappeared from the ridge, but not without leaving enough dead bodies to mark their line. About twenty-eight bodies of men belonging to this troop and other organizations were found in one ravine nearer the river, and in the direction of Reno’s Hill. These, doubtless, were of men who had attempted to escape; some of them may have been sent as couriers by Custer. One of the first bodies I recognized was that of Sergeant Butler of Tom Custer’s troop. Sergeant Butler was a soldier of many years’ experience and of known courage. The indications were that he had sold his life dearly, for near and under him were found many empty cartridge-shells.

All the Indian accounts that I know of agree that there was no organized close-quarters fighting, except on the two flanks; that with the annihilation at Custer’s Hill the battle was virtually over. It does not appear that the Indians made any advance to the attack from the direction of the river; they did have a defensive force along the river which destroyed those who left Custer’s line.

There was a great deal of firing going on over the field after the battle by the young men and boys riding about and shooting into the dead bodies.

Tuesday morning, June 27, we had reveille without the “morning guns,” enjoyed the pleasure of a square meal, and had our stock properly cared for. Our commanding officer seemed to think the Indians had some “trap” set for us, and required our men to hold themselves in readiness to occupy the pits at a moment’s notice. Nothing seemed determined except to stay where we were. Not an Indian was in sight, but a few ponies were seen grazing down in the valley.

About 9.30 A.M. a cloud of dust was observed several miles down the river. The assembly was sounded, the horses were placed in a protected situation, and camp-kettles and canteens were filled with water. An hour of suspense followed; but from the slow advance we concluded that they were our own troops. “But whose command is it?” We looked in vain for a gray-horse troop. It could not be Custer; it must then be Crook, for if it was Terry, Custer would be with him. Cheer after cheer was given for Crook. A white man, Harris, I think, [1908: Muggins Taylor] soon came up with a note from General Terry, addressed to General Custer, dated June 26, stating that two of our Crow scouts had given information that our column had been whipped and nearly all had been killed; that he did not believe their story, but was coming with medical assistance. The scout said that he could not get to our lines the night before, as the Indians were on the alert. Very soon after this, Lieutenant Bradley, 7th Infantry, came into our lines, and asked where I was. Greeting most cordially my old friend, I immediately asked, “Where is Custer?” He replied, “I don’t know, but I suppose he was killed, as we counted 197 dead bodies. I don’t suppose any escaped.” We were simply dumbfounded. This was the first intimation we had of his fate. It was hard to realize; it did seem impossible. [1908: Then I took him to Major Reno and there introduced him to the officers].

General Terry and staff, and officers of General Gibbon’s column soon after approached, and their coming was greeted with prolonged, hearty cheers. The grave countenance of the General awed the men to silence. The officers assembled to meet their guests. There was scarcely a dry eye; hardly a word was spoken, but quivering lips and hearty grasping of hands gave token of thankfulness for the relief and grief for the misfortune.

During the rest of that day we were busy collecting our effects and destroying surplus property. The wounded were cared for and taken to the camp of our new friends of the Montana column. Among the wounded was saddler “Mike” Madden of my troop, whom I had promoted to be sergeant, on the field, for gallantry. Madden was very fond of his grog. His long abstinence had given him a famous thirst. It was necessary to amputate his leg, which was done without administering any anesthetic; but after the amputation the surgeon gave him a good, stiff drink of brandy. Madden eagerly gulped it down, and his eyes fairly danced as he smacked his lips and said, “M-eh, doctor, cut off my other leg.”

On the morning of the 28th we left our intrenchments to bury the dead of Custer’s command. The morning was bright, and from the high bluffs we had a clear view of Custer’s battle-field. We saw a large number of objects that looked like white boulders scattered over the field. Glasses were brought into requisition, and it was announced that these objects were the dead bodies. Captain Weir exclaimed, “Oh, how white they look!”

All the bodies, except a few, were stripped of their clothing. According to my recollection nearly all were scalped or mutilated, but there was one notable exception, that of General Custer, whose face and expression were natural; he had been shot in the temple and in the left side. Many faces had a pained, almost terrified expression. It is said that “Rain-in-the-face,” a Sioux warrior, has gloried that he had cut out and eaten the heart and liver of one of the officers. Other bodies were mutilated in a disgusting manner. The bodies of Dr. Lord and Lieutenants Porter, Harrington, and Sturgis were not found, at least not recognized. The clothing of Porter and Sturgis was found in the village, and showed that they had been killed. We buried, according to my memoranda, 212 bodies. The killed of the entire command was 265, and of wounded we had 52.

[1908: The question has often been asked if any soldier escaped. In August we camped at the mouth of the Rosebud where we found the carcass of a horse shot in the head; near the horse was a carbine; on the saddle was a small grain sack made of canvas and used by the 7th Cavalry only to carry oats during the march, when detached from the wagons. At the time of the discovery we conjectured that some man had escaped, and on reaching the river had killed his horse for meat and used the saddle straps to tie together a raft. An Indian would not have left the carbine but the man may have abandoned it, either because he was out of ammunition or could not risk the extra weight on his raft].

The question has often been asked, “What were the causes of Custer’s defeat?” I should say:

First. The overpowering numbers of the enemy and their unexpected cohesion.

Second. Reno’s panic rout from the valley.

Third. The defective extraction of the empty cartridge-shells from the carbines.

Of the first, I will say that we had nothing conclusive on which to base calculations of the numbers - and to this day it seems almost incredible that such great numbers of Indians should have left the agencies, to combine against the troops, without information relating thereto having been communicated to the commanders of troops in the field, other than that heretofore mentioned. The second has been mentioned incidentally. the Indians say if Reno’s position in the valley had been held, they would have been compelled to divide their strength for the different attacks, which would have caused confusion and apprehension, and prevented the concentration of every able-bodied warrior upon Custer; that, at the time of the discovery of Custer’s advance to attack, the chiefs gave orders for the village to move, to break up; that, at the time of Reno’s retreat, this order was being carried out, but as soon as Reno’s retreat was assured the order was countermanded, and the squaws were compelled to return with the pony herds; that the order would not have been countermanded had Reno’s forces remained fighting in the bottom. Custer’s attack did not begin until after Reno had reached the bluffs.

Of the third we can only judge by our own experience. When cartridges were dirty and corroded the ejectors did not always extract the empty shells from the chambers, and the men were compelled to use knives to get them out. When the shells were clean no great difficulty was experienced. To what extent this was a factor in causing the disaster we have no means of knowing.

[1908: A possible fourth cause was the division of the command. With all the regiment under Custer’s personal direction, the results might have been different; but, on the other hand, the whole command might have been wiped out.]

The division of the command was not in itself faulty. The same tactics were pursued at the battle of Washita and were successful. That was a surprise attack and there was full co-operation of the separate commands, each commander carried out his instructions. My studies of the battle of the Little Big Horn leaves me in little doubt that had Reno made his charge as ordered, or made a bold front even, the Hostiles would have been so engaged in the bottom that Custer’s approach from the Northeast would have been such a surprise as to cause the stampede of the village and would have broken the morale of the warriors.

On the other hand, with the entire command concentrated under Custer’s leadership the charge would have been carried home, and, I believe, successfully.

General Custer has been accused of selfish motives in refusing to take the additional forces said to have been offered him while at the mouth of the Rosebud. It is a very delicate matter to analyze motives. In going over letters and diary written during the campaign I find references that may help. General Terry, in his official report makes no mention of the offer, but says: “It was believed to be impracticable to join Colonel Gibbon’s troops to Lieutenant-Colonel Custer’s force; for more than one-half of Colonel Gibbon’s troops were infantry who would be unable to keep up with cavalry in a rapid movement; while to detach Gibbon’s mounted men and add them to the 7th Cavalry would leave his force too small to act as an independent body.” Thus, it is seen that General Terry had his own reasons for not sending them.

In a letter dated June 10, 1876, I find: “The 2nd Cavalry officers are greatly disgusted; one company has to be mounted all the time; the C.O. selects very poor camps for cavalry and their horses are in very poor condition.

The Gatling guns were each hauled by four condemned cavalry horses. They were unfitted for long rapid marches and would have been unable to keep up if there had been such a demand upon them. The poor condition of the horses in the 2nd Cavalry and in the Gatling gun battery may have decided against both of them.

Colonel Gibbon in his report says: “The first intimation we had of the force and strategy opposed to us was the check given to Custer’s column…”

Major Brisbin, 2nd Cavalry, in a letter to me, January, 1892, says he was present at the conference on the steamboat “Far West”; that at General Terry’s request he traced the routings of the troops on the map and placed pins to show their probable places en route; that Custer turned to the right and left the Rosebud just twenty miles short of his furthermost point on the Rosebud routing.

General Terry says in his report that at the conference he communicated his plan of operations. “It was that Colonel Gibbon’s column should cross the Yellowstone near the mouth of the Big Horn, and thence up that stream with the expectation that it would arrive at the mouth of the Little Big Horn by the 26th. That Lieutenant-Colonel Custer with the whole 7th Cavalry should proceed up the Rosebud until he should ascertain the direction in which the trail discovered by Major Reno led; that if it led to the Little Big horn it should not be followed,* but that Lieutenant-Colonel Custer should keep still farther to the south before turning toward that river, in order to intercept the Indians should they attempt to pass around his left, and in order, by a longer march, to give time for Gibbon’s column to come up. This plan was founded on the belief that the two columns might be brought into co-operating distance of each other, so either of them which should be first to engage might, by a ‘waiting fight’ give time for the other to come up.”

* Compare with written instructions, wherein Custer is given discretion when so nearly in contact with the enemy, etc.

[The length of the marches has been a subject of comment, it being asserted that the command was subjected to long and exhausting marches. They were: June 22nd, 12 miles; June 23rd, 33 to 35 miles; June 24th, 28 miles; then June 24th, at 11:30 p.m., about 8 miles; then from the divide between the Rosebud and the Little Big Horn to the battle, about 20 miles; in all about 113 miles].

A battle was unavoidable. Every man in Terry’s and Custer’s commands expected a battle; it was for that purpose, to punish the Indians, that the command was sent out, and with that determination Custer made his preparations. Had Custer continued his march southward - that is, left the Indian trail - the Indians would have known of our movement on the 25th, and a battle would have been fought very near the same field on which Crook had been attacked and forced back only a week before; The Indians never would have remained in camp and allowed a concentration of the several columns to attack them. If they had escaped without punishment or battle Custer would undoubtedly have been blamed.

[1908: The 29th and 30th of June were occupied in destroying property left in the Indian village, preparing litters to carry the wounded and transporting them at night to the Big Horn, where they were placed aboard the “Far West.”

Captain Grant Marsh, master of the “Far West,’ was the pioneer navigator of the Big Horn and had courageously held his boat there in the face of receding waters, taking chances of stranding his boat on the rocks and shoals of the treacherous river. But Grant Marsh was always ready to take any chances when the services of his government demanded them. He was a man of tremendous energy and resources to fight and overcome all obstacles. July 1st and 2nd the command marched to, and crossed, the Yellowstone and camped on “Pease bottom,” the scene of our fight with the Hostiles in 1873.

At noon July 3rd, the “Far West” loaded with the wounded, Captain Baker’s company as escort, and Captain Smith, General Terry’s aid-de-camp, and Assistant-Adjutant General of the expedition, with dispatches, etc., cast off, swung into mid-stream, and with “full steam ahead” crashing through willows and caroming against mud banks, made her memorable voyage down the Yellowstone and Missouri rivers, reaching Bismarck 11:30 p.m. July 5th, and then giving to the thirty-nine widows at Fort Lincoln, and to the world, the astounding news of Custer’s Last Battle].

Recent publications of comments on the movements of the troops and the conduct of the officers, prompts the author to add to the foregoing account.

A careful perusal of the orders issued to General Custer will show that the General was given practically a free hand. If any supplemental instructions were given, they were never revealed to the public. General Terry had had no practical experience in Indian warfare. General Custer had that practical experience; he was a student of Indian characteristics; had intimate observations, both in peace and war. He knew that in our centuries of Indian warfare there were more escapes than punishments inflicted for outrages and depredations; that most of these escapes resulted from failure to give vigorous pursuits in following the Hostiles; that the way to find the Hostiles was to follow the trail, stay with it; that success usually depended on surprise attacks; that the most successful surprises came with night approaches and day-break attacks; that forewarned approaches resulted in scatteration into groups or by families and thus escape punishment, and pursuit apt to be disorganized.

It was an absurdity to think that two commands, of 700 and 400, separated by from fifty to one hundred miles, could co-ordinate their movements in that open country and hold the Hostiles for a co-operative attack. In such a case, and the Hostiles had escaped, who would have shouldered the blame?

In the text I have shown that the country toward Tullock’s Fork was under surveillance, and it is reasonable to suppose that had the circumstances not caused a change of plans for a daybreak attack on the 26th, that Scout Herendeen would have been sent to Gen. Terry’s headquarters with information as to plans, etc.

There could not have been any understanding, as contended by some, that the two commands of Custer and Gibbon were to meet at or near the mouth of the Little Big Horn on June 26th.

The number of probable Hostiles, one thousand to fifteen hundred, did not cause any dismay in the command. We knew, of course, that there would be many casualties, which would be the misfortune of individuals, but that there would be a disaster was not considered probable. General Custer had no reason to think that there would be a general exodus from the Indian agencies on the Missouri River and from Nebraska to join the Hostile camps without warning being given in ample time by the Agents, the Bureau of Indian Affairs or Interior Department to the military authorities. Such a warning from General Sheridan, via Fort Lincoln, by courier was received about a week after the battle, too late to avert disaster.

I have seen articles imputing whole sale drunkenness to both officers and enlisted men, including General Custer who was absolutely abstemious. I do not believe that any officer, except Major Reno, had any liquor in his possession. Major Reno had a half a gallon keg that he took with him in the field, but I don’t believe any other officer sampled its contents. I saw all the officers early in the morning and again at our halt at the divide and when officers’ call was sounded to announce the determination to attack, and I saw no sign of intoxication; all had that serious, thoughtful mien, indicating that they sensed the responsibilities before them.

Among the questions propounded has been this one: “If” Reno had advanced “to the sound of the guns” when we heard the firing on Custer’s field, would he have rescued Custer’s command? Frankly, I do not believe Custer’s command would have been rescued under Reno’s leadership. At no time during the battle was his conduct such as to inspire confidence. His faltering advances down the valley, his halting, his falling back to the defensive position in the woods in the old river bed before his command had suffered a single casualty in the ranks; his disorganized, panic retreat to. the bluffs with practically no resistance, his conduct up to and during the siege, and until the arrival of General Terry was not such as to inspire confidence or even respect, except for his authority; and there was a time during the night of the 25th, when his authority, under certain conditions, was to be ignored. We thought he ought to go, his attention was called to the firing on the Custer field; it was suggested that he go; he was waiting for the ammunition; then he waited for the delayed pack train. We started and marched as far as the first ridge when we beheld the dismounted men crossing the valley, men that had been left when he made his retreat. We halted and waited for them to join, to be mounted and have their ammunition replenished; then we advanced to the high point where we could overlook the Custer battlefield. We saw the commotion on that field when the Hostiles started in our direction. Three troops, D, K and M were then ordered to take positions and hold their ground; with the other four and the pack train Reno returned to our first position on the bluffs, nearly two miles away. Then he ordered the troops in position to fall back at once.

So ends Godfrey’s 1892 narrative, with a generous helping of 1908 additions. While not entirely accurate in some of its details and overviews, it still remains probably the most truthful and complete account and analysis of the Custer fight ever given by a participant. Godfrey touches on so many controversial points that a detailed commentary on these narratives would likely take as much space as do the accounts themselves, but such a commentary is not only merited, but necessary. I have chosen, therefore, to make those comments in various appendices dedicated to specific topics. In this manner, full discussion is permitted without a lot of repetition - since the detailed discussions of specific controversial topics is de rigeur anyway.

Godfrey also left us much very useful commentary of his own in his letters and journals, excerpts from which are reproduced elsewhere in these appendices. These should not be overlooked by any serious student of Little Horn history.

[CN] 3.38
 [CT] EDWARD S. GODFREY: TESTIMONY AT THE RENO COURT OF INQUIRY, 1879

Edward Settle Godfrey was the First Lieutenant of K Company and commanded that company during the campaign which culminated in the fights on the Little Horn. K Company was a part of Benteen’s battalion, was in action on the bluffs during the Weir advance and retreat, also in the siege on the hills. Godfrey distinguished himself during the retreat from Weir Point, when he provided cover for the retreating troops, preventing the warriors from rolling up the command before it got into position.

His testimony on the Weir advance and retreat and on Benteen’s march to the left is illuminating. Godfrey left much correspondence to various individuals, a field diary, and his famous Custer’s Last Battle – originally published in 1892 and subsequently revised.

Godfrey’s testimony is reproduced below in its entirety, with a minimum of editing in terms of grammar and punctuation, and a few notes where deemed appropriate.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q). State your name, rank, regiment and where serving.

A) Edward S. Godfrey, Captain, 7th Cavalry, now serving at Standing Rock, Dakota Territory.

Q) State what duty you were on, on the 25th and 26th of June 1876, where and with what command, and under what commanding officer, or officers, if more than one.

A) I was commanding K Company under command of General Custer who commanded the regiment. After about 12 o’clock that day I was under the command of Captain Benteen, and in the afternoon sometime we joined the command of Major Reno and served under his command thereafter.

Q) State, as near as you can, when and where Captain Benteen’s column separated from General Custer’s column, if it did.

A) It was directly after crossing the divide between the Rosebud and the Little Big Horn. I was directed by Lieutenant Cooke, the adjutant of the regiment, to report to Captain Benteen for duty with his battalion. That was about 12 o’clock.

Q) Were you present when orders were given to Captain Benteen or Major Reno, or either of them?

A) I was not.

Q) Describe the march of Captain Benteen’s column, from the time of its leaving General Custer’s column until it again struck his trail.

A) We moved out to the left at an angle of about 45 degrees to the direction of the trail. We marched generally about that way till we came to where the bluffs were so abrupt that we could not go over them without fatiguing the horses more than by going around the foot of the hills, and that took us more in towards the trail. I presume our distance from the trail when we began our return march was about five miles,. Our gait was pretty rapid. My company was in the rear and I had quite often to give the command “trot” to keep up with the rest of the command.

Q) About how far had you gone before you struck those bluffs where the command bore to the right?

A) I should say three or four miles.

Q) Was that march, as near as you can judge, continued at about the same angle from General Custer’s march as at the time you started?

A) Not all the time. When we came to the bluffs it necessarily threw us more to the right.

Q) The divergence was more to the right after that?

A) A little more to the right.

Q) About how far, if you can recollect, had you traveled, from the time of leaving General Custer’s column till you again struck his trail?

A) I should think we had traveled somewhere between 12 and 15 miles. The gait was so irregular it was impossible to gauge it.

Q) After striking the trail, how far was it followed till you halted, and for what purpose?

A) I can’t recollect about how far it was, but we halted about two o’clock to water the horses in a little creek or morass that crossed the trail. I am unable to recollect the relative positions of the morass and other points on the trail.

Q) You can’t recollect about how far you had gone when you struck the morass?

A) I cannot.

Q) Was any halt made at that watering place?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) For how long?

A) For 20 minutes or half an hour [most witnesses state a shorter halt].

Q) Where was the pack train at the time you pulled out to the left with Captain Benteen’s column?

A) The pack train was closed up.

Q) At the time of reaching the watering place, or while there, how near was the pack train or any part of it?

A) The head of it came up just as we started off.

Q) State what occurred with reference to that pack train, if anything.

A) They were very thirsty, and some of them plunged into the morass, and we had some difficulty in getting many of them out.

Q) How many did you see stuck fast?

A) I remember two that belonged to my own command. There was quite a rivalry among the men about which company would get their pack animals ahead. My company packs were ahead that day and two of the mules got into the morass.

Q) Describe the march of that column from the waterhole to the Little Big Horn.

A) Captain Weir started out with his company in advance. He had been the second company before. I can’t place that tepee with reference to the morass we passed, nor at what time but just after we passed the tepee with the dead Indian in it, we met a sergeant [Knipe] who came back going towards the pack train, and he called out to some of the men in the company, “We’ve got ‘em,” leaving the inference they had captured the village. I did not understand anything more he said to the men. He passed on to the rear. I afterwards saw Trumpeter Martin of H Company coming towards the column. I don’t know what he reported.

Q) You saw him after passing the tepee, between that and the river?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Can you form any estimate about how far the tepee is from the river by the trail that led to it?

A) My recollection is that it is between 4 and 5 miles.

Q) How long beyond that did you continue your march, in that direction towards the river?

A) We came to within about a mile of the bottom when we met some Crow Indians and they signaled us to go to the right, and we followed their direction.

Q) Whose trail were you on then?

A) I don’t know.

Q) Did you go over the ground afterwards?

A) I did not.

Q) Do you know where that sergeant went after passing back?

A) I did not watch him. I supposed he was going to the pack train.

Q) At the place Trumpeter Martin came up, how far had the pack train been left behind at that time?

A) I think 3 or 4 miles behind [a reasonable estimate].

Q) Did you hear any firing?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) In what direction was it, and describe it?

A) It was in the direction generally towards our front as we were marching. At first I only heard a few shots; then I heard quite heavy firing. Our gait was increased then to a trot [indicating that it had been slower], and we kept that till just before we met the Crow Indians.

Q) How near were you then to the Little Big Horn River there where you heard the firing?

A) I could not tell.

Q) Was it in close proximity to it?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State what view you had of the bottom, and describe the march from that place to where you joined Major Reno’s command on the hill.

A) I saw a good many horsemen in the bottom and saw smoke from the burning prairie. We did not stop long enough to take a good view, but I thought from what I saw and what the sergeant had said that they were burning the village, and did not look particularly to see.

Q) Did you see troops on the hill about that time?

A) Soon after bearing to the right and passing out there, I did. I supposed they were troops put out for a picket guard as a protector to the working parties.

Q) Why did you have that impression?

A) I knew from General Custer’s habit. He had put out troops to protect the command at other times.

Q) State how far it was from where you left the trail, till you joined Major Reno’s command on the hill.

A) I think it was ¾ of a mile, perhaps not so far. My understanding of it was we were following the direction of the firing more than any trail.

Q) Can you tell about what time it was when you joined Major Reno’s command on the hill?

A) I cannot.

Q) Can you fix it by reference to any previous time?

A) I should think it was between three and four o’clock [based on his 2 o’clock halt at the morass].

Q) What disposition was made of your company when you joined Major Reno, and by whose order?

A) I was ordered by Captain Benteen to dismount my company and put it in skirmish line on the bluff towards the river.

Q) Did you meet any officer and hear a report of the fight in the bottom? If so, what officer, and what was said to the command?

A) Lieutenant Hare, the second lieutenant of my company, but who had been detached to serve with the scouts, came up and said he was “damned glad to see me - that they had had a big fight in the bottom and got whipped like hell.

Q) Did you see Major Reno about that time?

A) I did.

Q) What was he doing, and what orders did he give?

A) He gave me no instructions. Captain Benteen gave me all my orders at that time. He seemed to be giving the commands. Major Reno, if I recollect right, was making arrangements to go down after Lieutenant Hodgson’s body or to get his effects.

Q) Were the Indians making any demonstrations against the command when you joined it on the hill?

A) There was some firing.

Q) Describe that firing and from how many Indians and how near they were.

A) I could not see many Indians, they were in the ravines. The most I saw were in the bottom.

Q) Describe those you saw there.

A) I judge there were probably not less than six or seven hundred Indians in that bottom that I saw there. A great many [were] starting up on our left, that is, going up the Little Big Horn above us. They soon came back and went down the river, till finally the bottom was nearly cleared and I saw none at all.

Q) Where did they all seem to go?

A) Down the river.

Q) How long did that occur after your arrival?

A) Not more than ten minutes.

Q) When the other movement was made, they vacated the bottom?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Describe the firing about the command at that time, whether heavy or scattering shots.

A) When my company was first put out it was pretty heavy firing, but the Indians that could be seen were so far away that it seemed like a waste of ammunition, and I ordered the troops to stop firing.

Q) The heavy firing was then on the part of the command or the Indians, or both?

A) On the part of the command, principally.

Q) State, if you know, where the pack train was at the time you joined Major Reno’s command on the bill, or about how far it was to the rear.

A) I looked back when we were going towards Major Reno’s command for signs of the pack train but I did not see any dust from it. Soon after we joined Major Reno, I saw the dust coming from the column, and I judge it was three or four miles away in a straight line.

Q) After that how long was it till the advance of it came up?

A) Some of the ammunition packs came up, I think, in probably half or three of an hour after we joined Major Reno. Lieutenant Hare borrowed my horse and went there and brought the ammunition pack up on a run.

Q) How long after your arrival there did Lieutenant Hare borrow your horse to go back?

A) Not long.

Q) Do you know by whose order he went back?

A) By Major Reno’s I understood.

Q) State particularly, refreshing your memory if necessary, when, on reaching Major Reno’s command on the hill, did you first see that officer and where, and what was he doing, and what orders did he give, and what did you observe at the time in regard to his conduct?

A) I saw him soon after I got there coming up to Captain Benteen, or perhaps they were talking together. He had a handkerchief tied round his head and seemed somewhat excited. I think he was making arrangements to go for Lieutenant Hodgson’s body, or effects.

Q) About how long did you notice him there?

A) Not long - my attention was on the skirmish line.

Q) State if you heard firing in the direction of General Custer’s battlefield. If so, describe that firing and how soon it was after your arrival, and what remarks, if any, were made at the time about it.

A) I can’t recollect the time exactly, except that it was after Lieutenant Hare had returned from going after the packs, that we heard firing from below. I heard two very distinct volleys, still they sounded a long distance off. Then we heard scattering shots afterwards, not very heavy.

Q) What remark was made about the firing?

A) Lieutenant Hare and myself were together, and I called his attention to it. I don’t remember as there was any conversation between us.

Q) How did you call his attention to it?

A) I asked him if he heard that firing. The supposition was it was done by General Custer and his command.

Q) Was that firing of volleys loud enough to be heard by the command generally?

A) I think so.

Q) What reasons have you for thinking so?

A) I was about as far away from it as anybody in the command, and besides I am a little deaf naturally.

Q) Were you at that time?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State whether any movement was made downstream by any part of the command, before any of the pack animals came up. If so, what part of the command and by whose orders, if you know?

A) I don’t know by whose orders, but Captain Weir with his company moved down below to a high point probably three-quarters of a mile in advance of the command.

Q) Locate if you can on this map, the point to which Captain Weir moved with his company as you have stated.

A) The topography I do not think is correct. This point “9” seems to be the highest point. If it is that is the point he went to.

Q) Did he reach that point before any other part of the command moved out?

A) He did.

Q) Then at that time were there any troops between Major Reno’s command and Captain Weir’s company?

A) The balance of the command was together on the hill.

Q) State, if you can, how long it was after you came on the hill before that advance was made.

A) It was some time.

Q) Can you give any judgment?

A) I cannot.

Q) Can you tell about how long it was after he left the hill till the ammunition packs came up?

A) No, sir, I cannot.

Q) Did they come up soon after?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State whether any movement was made downstream by the command. If so, how long after the advance pack mules came up, and describe that movement.

A) My recollection is the command was put in readiness to move soon after the ammunition packs came up, and it was then stopped to wait till the whole train came up, and take everything along. I know my company was taken from its position on the skirmish line, and we were dismounted again to wait for the pack train to come up.

Q) Go on and state by whose order the movement was made down the stream, if you know.

A) I don’t remember by whose order we did move down.

Q) Did the order come from Major Reno, either directly or through the usual channels?

A) That I can’t recollect, it did not impress me at all.

Q) Describe that movement fully from the time it began till it returned. State all the facts and circumstances about it.

A) After the pack train came up, the command mounted and moved down the river, till the advance company came to that high point on the ridge below, to that point indicated by the figure “9’ Three companies, I think, were up to that point. I know my company was about the third company and it was a little below on the hillside, and I went to the top to take a view of the country. While I was up there, the Indians started back from some position they had away ahead, apparently about 3 or 4 miles. They started towards us and the companies were ordered to dismount. My company was placed in skirmish line on the crest of the bluff next to the river and about that high point connecting, I think, with M Company which was on the high point [this was the advance of H, K and M companies. Note the absence of any mention of H Company].

Soon after getting into position, I saw the pack train and part of the command moving to the rear. I remained in position; however, I did not receive the order for the return movement. The general understanding is that when part of a command moves, the rest follows if they don’t receive orders to the contrary. I waited there some time. The companies on the ridge on the high point and below were firing. Lieutenant Hare came to me and told me the command was ordered back and that I should mount my company and follow the command.

About the time we were starting down the river Major Reno gave Lieutenant Hare some orders and turned to me and said, “Excuse me, Captain Godfrey, I am going to use Lieutenant Hare as my adjutant. Lieutenant Hodgson, my adjutant, has been killed.” I then drew in my skirmish line, mounted my company and started back.

I had gone but a short distance when Captain French’s company came down the hill passing to the rear very rapidly, and soon after Lieutenant Edgerly with D Company came down the hill quite rapidly. The Indians followed them to the crest of the hill and began a very heavy fire on them. As soon as I saw the Indians, I dismounted my company and threw it out as skirmishers, and as soon as Lieutenant Edgerly and his company passed I commenced firing on the Indians and drove them back behind the hill, and they took position there behind the hill.

Soon after that I received an order from Captain Benteen, through Lieutenant Varnum, to send my lead horses in and fall back. I was executing that movement, and coming near a ridge, I directed Lieutenant Hare to take ten men and occupy a high point on the right facing down the river towards the Indians. He had just cut out the men and was starting to take the point when Trumpeter Pennell came to me with Major Reno’s compliments, saying I should fall back as quickly as possible. I recalled Lieutenant Hare and the men fell back to the line where the command was.

Q) How far downstream was the general movement made by the command?

A) Some of them went beyond where Captain Weir went. I could not see how far they went because the hills would intervene. They went below, down towards the ford “B.”

Q) When you got down to that advanced position, were there Indians confronting the command or engaging it at that time?

A) No, sir.

Q) Who halted the command or why was it halted?

A) I don’t know.

Q) What could be seen lower down the river?

A) Lots of Indians.

Q) What did they appear to be doing?

A) I formed the impression at the time that their attention was directed down the river. I supposed hearing but little firing from them, only an occasional shot, that General Custer’s troops had been repulsed and they were watching his retreat.

Q) How near was the command to the Indians, when it went down the stream?

A) I think about three or four miles.

Q) They remained there till the Indians came up?

A) Yes, sir, those companies did.

Q) Was the engagement severe in and around there, or was there any engagement at all resulting in any casualties?

A) No, sir - no severe engagement at all.

Q) What were the casualties during that advance before the troops started back?

A) I don’t think there were any before they started back.

Q) How soon after that deployment, if you can state, till the troops in the rear, or any part of that command, started back?

A) Quite soon after.

Q) I believe you have stated that you don’t know by whose orders the backward movement was made?

A) I do not know.

Q) Was there much firing on the part of the Indians down at that point, up to the time the command started to go back?

A) No, sir.

Q) Was there any firing?

A) Yes, sir, some.

Q) Describe it.

A) They were firing occasional shots.

Q) You stated you were ordered to return with your company from that place. State what the orders were and what impression they made on your mind at the time of receiving such orders.

A) I was ordered to mount my company and follow the command.

Q) Was it practicable for you to do so at the time the order was given?

A) At the time the first order was given, yes, sir.

Q) Was it at the time the second order was given?

A) No, sir, not at once - because the Indians were keeping up a heavy fire in front.

Q) State if you saw Major Reno while you were at that advanced position downstream. If so, what was he doing, where did you see him, and what orders did he give, if any?

A) I don’t remember to have seen him, or to have heard him give any orders. He may have been there, but I don’t remember it.

Q) At the time of moving back was Major Reno’s command in view of your company while you were trying to hold the Indians in check?

A) It was not.

Q) Had it passed entirely from your view?

A) Yes, sir. There was a rise between his command and myself, and I was in a low place below. There was a ridge and one side sloped towards his command and the other to where I was.

Q) What was your position towards the Indians in reference to his command?

A) I was between the Indians and his command.

Q) With what troops?

A) With my own company only.

When the testimony was read back the next day, Godfrey requested that his testimony as to Lieutenant Hare be amended. “I wish to convey the impression that when Lieutenant Hare came back after (going to) the packs, he did not remain, but went on ahead, and the packs came up on a run by themselves.”

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) What order did you receive on joining the command, and from whom, after returning from downstream?

A) I was ordered to get into line quick, by Major Reno.

Q) In person, or through the usual channels?

A) In person.

Q) Who directed or supervised the getting of your men into position, and what was their position?

A) There was no regular position assigned to my company. I was ordered to fall into line. It was interpolated with other companies.

Q) I understand your company formed no distinct part of the line?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) What companies was it mixed with?

A) Companies B, H, G and D.

Q) How soon after, did the attack begin on the part of the Indians?

A) Immediately. It began before I got there.

Q) When did the attack generally begin?

A) The attack followed me right in.

Q) Can you tell about the time of day it was when you got back and the attack began?

A) I think it was after six o’clock.

Q) How long did the engagement last that day?

A) Till dark, or rather till dusk.

Q) State after you first joined Major Reno on the hill if the battalion organizations were kept up.

A) I don’t think they were.

Q) During the fight that afternoon where was Major Reno? What was he doing and what orders did he give, and what did you notice of his conduct in act or word?

A) I don’t remember to have seen anything of him, or to have heard anything he said, or to have any orders from him.

Q) Do you recollect seeing him?

A) I don’t recollect it.

Q) Or of saying anything to him?

A) No, sir.

Q) After the fight was over that day, what preparations were made to resist the Indians? What disposition was made of the troops or of your company?

A) As soon as the firing on the part of the Indians ceased we began digging rifle pits and putting the men in them.

Q) State what disposition was made of the troops there, at that time.

A) The companies were changed so as to be put in regular order, each company assigned to a position.

Q) Who gave the order?

A) I don’t remember who gave the order.

Q) Who assigned your company to its position?

A) I don’t remember that anybody placed it in position. D Company was withdrawn from the rear part of the line to connect with the corral and A Company, and I fell into the position they vacated.

Q) In regard to changing position, state, if you can, how it was brought about, relating the circumstances as fully as you can, what was done, and by whom?

A) There was quite a gap between the corral and the line we were occupying, and after dark Captain Weir came to where I was, and we were holding a conversation, and I told him I thought that gap ought to be filled in there. He said he was not in command, and would not move out unless he got orders. Lieutenant Edgerly came around afterwards and I asked him if he had orders to fill up the gap, to move the companies to the right. He said he had not. I told him if he were to move his company down there I didn’t think anything would be said about it, that he could see it ought to be done, and perhaps if he would speak to Major Reno about it, it would be all right. He afterwards did speak to Major Reno as he told me, and his company was moved.

Q) State what conversation, if any, you had with reference to the condition of the command there, and what had become of General Custer and his command. What appeared to be the impression in regard to where he was with his command?

A) This conversation I speak of was with Captain Weir. We thought he had been repulsed and unable to make a junction with us. We thought that the command ought to move that night and effect a junction with him, as we had fewer casualties there to take care of than we would have in the future.

Q) State, if you know, where Major Reno was during that night, what was he doing, and what orders did you receive from him, if any?

A) I don’t remember to have received any. I may have done so and not remember it.

Q) Do you remember having seen and talked with him that night?

A) I do not.

Q) State at what time the fight began on the day following.

A) As soon as it was light.

Q) What time was daylight in that section of the country at that time of year?

A) We did not have the local time, our watches were not changed. I think it was about three o’clock or earlier.

Q) State whether on the morning of the 26th you heard any conversation on the part of Major Reno and Captain Benteen in regard to the latter getting assistance to protect his line. If so, what was that conversation and what did Major Reno do or say about it?

A) Captain Benteen came over to where our line was and stated that he was being hard pressed on his line and that it was necessary for him to have more troops over there; that he must have another company. Major Reno, who was a few feet from my right in a pit with Captain Weir, said that the Indians were pressing us very hard on our side and he did not see how he could spare another company. Captain Benteen insisted on another company, that he must have it, that his company was getting very thin from the number of casualties, and Captain French was directed by Major Reno to go over on Captain Benteen’s line.

Q) Who took them over?

A) Captain French.

Q) Where was Major Reno during the time it was going over?

A) He remained where he was.

Q) State if you observed at that time, or after that, or at any time during the 25th or 26th, any act of timidity or hesitation on the part of Major Reno, in regard to his duty as commanding officer. If so, describe these acts fully.

A) When Captain Benteen came over to our line some time in the forenoon and said he would have to drive the Indians away from our front; that they were firing over on the rear of the line, and we would have to charge them, and drive them away. I know he had to repeat the request a couple of times. That is as far as I can say about it.

Q) To whom did he repeat the request?

A) To Major Reno.

Q) What was done by that officer?

A) The charge was made.

Q) By whose order direct to the troops?

A) Captain Benteen’s.

Q) About what time of day was that?

A) I can’t place it.

Q) How long before the general engagement of that morning ceased?

A) Soon after this charge was made, the engagement ceased.

Q) Did you see Major Reno at any other time during that engagement, or about its close and, if so, state all you know in regard to his acts or words, if there was any further?

A) Some time after this charge was made, he came on the rear of my line where I was and said he was going over to look up a new position, and we started across together. I was going to the pack train. We started across. Some little distance between our line and the rise between us and the pack train the Indians set up a pretty heavy fire on us when Major Reno dodged and said, “Damned if he wanted to be killed by an Indian, he had gone through too many fights’ He said this in a laughing manner.

Q) How long were you with him at that time and after that continuously, and where did you separate or did you remain together?

A) I don’t think we remained together. He went over to Captain Benteen’s line.

Q) Did you see him over there after that?

A) I did not.

Q) State whether or not on the 25th or 26th of June you had any conversation with Major Reno in regard to what had become of General Custer’s command, if so, state that conversation fully.

A) I did not.

Q) State fully and clearly your opinion of the conduct of Major Reno as commanding officer of the troops in that battle in regard to courage, coolness and efficiency, as far as those matters came within your observation or knowledge, and state the facts upon which your opinion is based.

A) I saw very little of him on the first day or night. I was not particularly impressed with any of the qualifications.

Q) On the next day, during the engagement, how was it?

A) There was very little to do the next day except to lay and shoot. There was no supervision required; but what was done outside of the line was done by Captain Benteen.

Q) Is that your full answer to the question?

A) Yes, sir, as near as I can understand it.

Q) State whether his conduct was such as tended to inspire the command with confidence in resisting the enemy.

A) I don’t think it was generally.

Q) State whether or not Major Reno, to your knowledge, appeared to be exercising fully the functions and duties of commanding officer, or did they appear to be exercised by someone else? If so, who and state all the facts upon which your opinion is based?

A) It was my opinion then that Captain Benteen was exercising the functions principally of commanding officer.

Q) Is that your answer to the question?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did you see the hostile village move off on the 26th of June?

A) I did.

Q) Describe it as it appeared to you, as to length, width and density as it moved away, and any circumstance in connection with that.

A) It was about getting dusk and it seemed to be a very large mass. We made a comparison at the time and thought it was between two and three miles long. Its width we could not tell exactly but on the outside of it were a number of Indians riding and also in the advance and on all sides mounted Indians were riding. It seemed to be very compact.

Q) Did that moving mass present the appearance of warriors principally or ponies?

A) We could not distinguish individuals in the mass, only on the outside.

Q) You could distinguish them on the outside?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Inside what did it appear to be?

A) Just a moving mass.

Q) State whether you examined the place where the village had been and, if so, state what your examination was, and give your estimate of the size of the village, if you can do so satisfactorily to yourself.

A) I can’t give any estimate as to the number of lodges. My company, with several others, was detailed on the 27th, I think it was, to destroy the tepee poles and the camp material that was left in the village, and we could not begin to touch it.

Q) I understand by that, that everything had been abandoned and left by the Indians?

A) A great deal. A large quantity of camp equipage and lodge poles and robes.

Q) Can you give any estimate of the number of lodges?

A) I can’t do it possibly.

Q) Any estimate would be simply a guess?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) In regard to the effective fighting force of that village, give your estimate of it, if you can, and on what you base it.

A) I made an estimate at the time, or rather a guess, from the number I saw in position and off at long distances, and it would take at least 3,000 to cover the ground I saw.

Q) Did you make any examination of what is known as the Custer battlefield or the route General Custer had taken? If so, describe it fully and any developments that came to your knowledge as to the fate of his command.

A) I made no examination of the trail. I helped with my company to bury the dead on the 28th. My company was assigned to a certain line of march.

Q) Where was that in reference to the river?

A) It was far from it, I think. There were one or two companies to my right.

Q) Describe what you saw about the condition of the bodies, and the evidences of a struggle.

A) I made an examination where the different bodies were. I found a good many cartridge shells but no cartridges that I remember. After remaining there a while I went off from the command to see if there were any evidences of the escape of anybody. I looked for the tracks of shod horses to see if there were any signs of escape, and was away during the greater part of the time they were carrying out the burials.

Q) What were those cartridge shells?

A) Carbine shells, caliber.45.

Q) The same as the troops used or different?

A) The same as some of the troops used.

Q) State if you made any examination of the point “B” or near it.

A) I went down to that ford and thought I saw evidences of where shod horses had gone across the ford and I made up my mind at the time that General Custer had attempted to cross there.

Q) How near to that ford did you find evidences of fighting?

A) I saw no evidences of fighting near there. The first body was a long distance off from that, a half or three-quarters of a mile.

Q) In your examination, could you discover traces or evidences showing that General Custer had attempted to fly that field and get away - I mean General Custer’s command?

A) The bodies that I found where I found the shells were some distance from where General Custer’s body was found. I think they had attempted to make a stand there. There were some 15 or 20 bodies buried in one place by my company. All the troops I found there appeared to have made a stand.

Q) To what companies did those troops belong?

A) To different companies, all were not recognizable.

Q) What did the appearance of the bodies show; an apparent line, or scattered and in utter disorder?

A) They were scattered.

Q) What were the evidences in the position there at the time, that of a skirmish line?

A) I supposed they had been dismounted there and been fighting.

Q) State, if you know, what was the condition of the horses of General Custer’s column, as compared with those of the balance of the command?

A) The horses of all the companies with his column had been on a scout some days before joining us, under Major Reno, and were very much ridden down as compared with the rest of the stock of the other companies.

Q) What were the general conditions of the horses?

A) The general condition of the horses was good.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) How long have you been an officer?

A) Since June 1867.

Q) You have been a captain how long?

A) Two years.

Q) What was the number of troops that were under Major Reno on the hilltop?

A) I think a little over 300.

Q) How many captains were there?

A) Five, I believe.

Q) Some of them had held high commands in the Volunteer Service during the war?

A) Two had, I believe.

Q) They had been colonels?

A) One had been a colonel and the other a lieutenant colonel.

Q) They were experienced officers?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Each one abundantly able to command a company?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State whether there was anything in the position or character of the struggle there to which any one of those men as company officers was unequal.

A) I don’t think there was.

Q) State whether those officers did not have the confidence of Major Reno in that fight as far as you know.

A) As far as I know they had.

Q) Were not the duties each captain had to perform of an elementary character, such as he would be abundantly able to discharge from his own knowledge?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Was not the exigency such that all duties were of a simple kind consisting mainly of self-protection and defense?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Do I understand you to say that in the narrative you have given of those engagements you pretend to describe all that Major Reno said and did?

A) I do not.

Q) He might have done and said many things that you did not know about?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Then you only described just that portion of your engagement in which you took a part and which came under your view?

A) Only the facts which came under my own observation.

Q) With regard to the opinion of yourself and Captain Weir about moving out that night, is it not a fact that there is generally a difference of opinion, where there is a large number of officers, with regard to the best way of conducting an engagement?

A) It is necessarily so.

Q) Any difference of opinion on the part of the commanding officer does not of itself indicate anything wrong on the part of the commanding officer?

A) No, sir.

Q) That was the opinion of Captain Weir and yourself?

A) It was.

Q) Did you have any complaints to make to Major Reno with regard to anything being wrong on your part of the line?

A) I did not.

Q) Everything as far as you know went along properly, and you were able to take care of all the duties of your position, were you not?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Major Reno was aware of that fact, was he not, from his knowledge of yourself and what was transpiring there?

A) I don’t know.

Q) Had [he] any reason to think otherwise?

A) He had not.

Q) With regard to the charge made under the order of Captain Benteen, I wish you to be a little minute about it. Did Captain Benteen accompany that charge, or only give the order?

A) He gave the order.

Q) Did he not give the order to make the charge because he was in position to see the Indians and Major Reno was not, on account of the nature of the ground?

A) He was in position to see the Indians, and Major Reno was not.

Q) Did Lieutenant Edgerly accompany that charge?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did not Major Reno accompany that charge?

A) I think he did.

Q) In point of fact that was one of the acts you saw Major Reno do?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) With regard to Lieutenant Hodgson’s body, state if Major Reno sent any officer with men to recover Lieutenant Hodgson body and effects.

A) I know he started with a part of the command.

Q) That was at the river’s edge?

A) It was towards the river. I don’t know where it was. I sent a trumpeter along to get some water.

Q) State whether at the time Major Reno went in the direction of Lieutenant Hodgson’s body, the nature of the ground through and over which he had to pass was such as to have prevented him from hearing any firing from the direction of General Custer’s battlefield.

A) It might have done so.

Q) State whether the firing at any time that you heard it was sufficiently severe or sufficiently continued to make you or any person in the command have any belief that General Custer and his command were destroyed?

A) Such a thought did not cross my mind at all.

Q) What number of Indians were in and about Major Reno on the afternoon of the 25th and during that night, as far as you judge?

A) I don’t know. There were a great many.

Q) A large number?

A) Yes, sir, during the day. I think a few during the night.

Q) During the night of the 25th did you hear any firing at all?

A) I heard, I think, once or twice, shots fired outside of our line but there was a great deal of firing down in the village, where there was a war dance. They were firing and yelling down there. They had a big fire.

Q) That was on the other side of the river?

A) Yes, sir. That was on the left bank.

Q) Not on the bank where General Custer’s battlefield was?

A) No, sir.

Q) During the night of the 25th there was no firing at all, except as you have described?

A) None that I recollect.

Q) Do you think a large number of Indians were around you that afternoon and evening of the 25th?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) With regard to the ford “B’ state how many horses were found on General Custer’s battlefield, how many shod horses?

A) I do not know how many.

Q) Was there not a much smaller number of dead horses than the number of living horses the day before?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) That point “B” was a watering place, or fording place, was it not?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Might not the tracks of shod horses there have been made by just the horses captured by the Indians and driven into the village?

A) They might have been.

Q) State whether, when a proposition is made to a commanding officer by the second-in-command, or by an officer in whom he has great confidence, any hesitation in accepting it and acting upon it is any indication in any way of cowardice.

A) No, sir.

Q) Does it not indicate to your mind consideration and reflection?

A) Yes, sir, it would generally.

Q) Then the hesitation of Major Reno in accepting the suggestion of Captain Benteen was not indicative of cowardice?

A) No, sir, I did not think it indicated cowardice.

Q) When Major Reno dodged the bullets he said he did not want to be killed by Indians?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did that indicate fear to your mind?

A) Not fear. I probably thought it was nervous timidity.

Q) Don’t you know that a great many brave men have dodged bullets?

A) I presume they have.

Q) Don’t you know that as high a military authority as General Taylor said he “would allow the boys to dodge bullets but not to run away”?

A) I don’t know the fact. I have heard of it.

Q) Then Major Reno’s conversation to you when he dodged the bullets did not indicate fear? A laugh does not accompany fear?

A) Not necessarily.

Q) After dodging the bullets, he went over to where Captain Benteen was?

A) Yes, sir, I believe so.

Q) Was not that part of the line very dangerous?

A) It had been, up to that time.

Q) Was it not then?

A) The Indians were withdrawing at that time and the fire was letting up.

Q) Was it not still the exposed part of the line?

A) It was an exposed part of the line.

Q) At the time Major Reno said he did not care to be killed by Indians, was the fire ceasing?

A) It was about that time the Indians had let up keeping up a heavy fire.

Q) At the time he crossed that point were not the other officers under proper shelter?

A) I think they were.

Q) Did you see Major Reno firing his pistol when you came up on the hill?

A) I did not.

Q) You did testify it was through Major Reno you received orders to take position as quickly as possible?

A) After falling back, yes, sir.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) State whether or not you were acting as captain in command of the company yourself.

A) I was commanding the company.

Q) State whether or not in Indian fighting, the officers of the command of large experience had had any more experience in Indian fighting than other officers of the regiment.

A) They had not.

Q) In a place of that kind, a place of great danger, where there is a difference of opinion among officers as to just what ought to be done, whose place is it to be present and decide those matters?

A) The commanding officer.

Q) You stated that Captain Benteen came over and had spoken to Major Reno and said the Indians should be driven away or charged. Was Captain Benteen in a safe or exposed position at that time?

A) Exposed.

Q) Describe it.

A) It was so exposed that I told him he had better come away from the place he was, that he would get hit. He said something about the bullet not having been moulded yet to shoot him, that he had been through too many dangerous places to care anything about their shooting.

Q) Was this the position from whence he could see the Indians?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Could Major Reno see the Indians from where he was?

A) I think he could not.

Q) Could he have seen the Indians by going to the position where Captain Benteen was?

A) He could.

Q) Was there any hesitation there in his adopting the suggestion of Captain Benteen?

A) I think there was. After Captain Benteen told him that the Indians must be driven away, Major Reno asked him something about if he could see them, and sat there some little time. Captain Benteen said, “Well, if you don’t get them out they will come in here and do something” I don’t recollect what it was. It was to the effect that they would come inside the lines and then upon us. Major Reno then told him, “All right,” to give the command. Captain Benteen gave a couple of whoops, and the command started out.

Q) Was any effort made on the night of the 25th to find out anything about General Custer or his command, either by courier or otherwise, to your knowledge?

A) Not to my knowledge. I heard that scouts had been sent out on the night of the 25th.

Q) How did that information come to you? Officially, or was it a matter of hearsay?

A) It was by grapevine.

Q) Was there not in that command,, from the vast number of Indians around those troops, some feeling of uneasiness in regard to General Custer and his command? If there was, state what it was, or was there a feeling of utter indifference about him as far as you observed?

A) I think everybody thought he had been repulsed and the Indians had driven him away. There was such a feeling and I heard the men say during the night that they thought General Custer had abandoned them as he did not come back.

Q) Was there in your mind, or in the minds of others as far as you know, any impression that General Custer would abandon any part of his command if it were a possible thing for him to get to it?

A) I don’t think there was any such impression.

Q) In regard to the ford “B” - on which bank of the river did you see tracks?

A) On the right bank.

Q) Could you be positive where the tracks came out on the left bank?

A) I went on the other side and saw no tracks there.

Q) You state at the time you came up in the first instance to Major Reno’s position on the hill you did not observe any pistol firing. What was your position?

A) The rear company in the battalion.

Q) Do you mean to have it inferred that he could not have fired a pistol on coming to meet Captain Benteen?

A) I say I did not see him. I don’t know anything about it.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) Captain Benteen had had considerable experience in Indian fighting, had he not?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) That opinion that you and Captain Weir expressed together was in the nature of a conversation between you?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) That was all?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Not resulting in any communication to the commanding officer?

A) No, sir.

Q) Was not Major Reno exercising his own judgment in deciding the command ought to remain where it did?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) When did you go to the ford “B?”

A) On the 28th.

Q) With whom did you go?

A) I don’t remember.

Q) Did you go with Captain Benteen?

A) I don’t know. Several of us were there.

Q) Had not Captain Benteen, with a detachment of horses, been there before?

A) I don’t know.

Q) Don’t you know he was the first to visit the field and that he went to the ford “B?”

A) I do not.

Q) Might not those marks you saw on the ground, which indicated shod horses, have been made by horses of Captain Benteen, on his way to the battlefield?

A) They might.

Questions by the Court:

Q) At the time you moved down to Captain Weir’s position, to the point known as Weir’s Hill, did you look in the direction of the place of the massacre?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Could you see it?

A) I could see the general lay of the ground, but could not see any bodies or persons except Indians.

Q) Could you see the point?

A) I believe I could, my recollection is I could.

Q) Was there anything in the way of fighting going on there at that time?

A) No, sir, I don’t think there was. I saw no evidences of fighting at that time.

[CN] 3.39
 [CT] EDWARD S. GODFREY: EXCERPTS FROM HIS FIELD DIARY, JUNE 1876

The following excerpts are taken from Edward Godfrey’s field diary while on the campaign. Some parts of it were actually written well after the fact, possibly a matter of days, or even longer. It is very valuable however, as a contemporary account by a participant in much of the action and in giving interesting sidelights on various matters, such as the pack mules. I have heavily edited the material, leaving out much of the record of the march, but have changed none of Godfrey’s words. The record of the march from Fort Lincoln is well-recorded elsewhere and need not be repeated. I pick up the entries on 8 June 1876.

June 8th: Powder River. We remained in camp today. Genl Terry with Keogh and Moylan’s cos. Went to the mouth of the River. We are making preparations for an 8 day’s scout; all cos. Inf’y escort the train. Had eleven pack mules & saddles turned over today [and] had considerable amusement with the raw mules – one I had two water kegs put on-over and away he went bucking and jumping until he got one off and the other was thrown from one side to the other – another trial with two sacks of grain and they were torn and he got rid of that load and broke the saddle. I had the aparejo & two boxes of ammunition [put on] and he succumbed without a struggle. We got a mail about 11 o’clock, one brought up by “Far West.” Everybody well and Dooley improving – later in the day I got more mail and a letter from Genl Rice informing me that he had gone to see Genl Sherman and Sec. Taft in my interest without my solicitation but not against my desires. However his mission was without success.

June 9th: Remained in camp today. Has been disagreeable & raining. Genl Terry came back late and preparations have been made for a Scout but we don‘t know how many Cos or what ones go out. We are ordered to carry 2 days rations & forage on horses, 100 rounds of carbine ammunition on person, 6 days rations & forage on pack mules: forage ration to be two pounds and two boxes of ammunition on the pack mule.

June 10th: Today orders have been issued for six Cos B, C, E, F, I & L (right wing) under Col. Reno to go on a scout provided with 12 days rations and forage. It has been a subject of conversation among officers why Genl Custer was not in command but no solution yet has been arrived at. All Cos of the left wing have been ordered to turn over to the other six Cos all rations but one day & four (4) pack mules & saddles. We have been ordered to accompany the wagon train down to the mouth of the Powder River. Saw Porter about the box of cake sent us by our wives & will get it for us. The right wing got off about 3 p.m.

June 16th: Left camp at 6 a.m. We had considerable trouble getting our packs ready but got them off in pretty good order. The first part of the day we had considerable trouble. They were all placed under charge of Lt. Hare and kept to the rear. We did not know about packing but my own Co. got along better than most of them. The road [was on the south side of the Yellowstone] and I think by keeping about four or five miles from the river, where the bluffs first run into the River a wagon train could get along very well. We got into camp at 4:30 P.M. We lunched opposite Genl Stanley’s Camp of ‘73 at 12 o’c. Marched about 28 miles.

June 19th …Scouts came in this P.M. and reported Col. Reno coming up the Yellowstone about 8 or 10 miles. Great excitement among men. The command moved up the Yellowstone to Tongue.

June 20: Broke camp at about 8 am went up Tongue River a mile or two to cross and found a good ford. About 11:30 we reached Col. Reno’s camp; soon after the boat came out. Col. Reno’s scout did not give any definite results He went up the Powder River and over to Tongue and thence to Rose Bud He did not see any Indians or game but reports a camp about three weeks old of about 350 lodges. We broke camp at 4 P.M. I was Rearg’d and had anything but a pleasant time of it. We marched over the bluffs through some very bad lands and got into camp 11 p.m. had supper and retired. Distance 25 miles.

June 21: Broke camp at 6 a.m. The Yellowstone looks very pretty with her wooded islands. We went into camp at 12:30. The 2nd Cav. Marched up the opposite side of Yellowstone just as we went down the bluffs. Saw Genl Gibbon & Brisbin on boat - a conference was held and it was decided that our Regt move at 12 M tomorrow up the Rose Bud - the 2nd Cay. to X [cross] the Yellowstone River at Fort Pease and move up the Big Horn [to] “Little Horn”. We had our Hard Bread assorted and everything preparatory to starting.

June 24: [This note was added later and written in the wrong place, where there was a blank space] While the officers were separating at the “Sundance” camp Genl Custer’s guidon [his personal flag] fell down to the rear. I picked it up & stuck it in the ground. Soon it fell again to the rear; this time I stuck it in some sage brush & ground so that it stuck. I never thought of it again till after the fight when my attention was called to it by Lt. Wallace who seems to have regarded it as a bad omen.

June 22: We left the Yellowstone at 12 M with.15 days rations of Hard Bread, Coffee & Sugar & 12 days bacon. Genls Terry, Gibbon & Custer reviewed the Regt as we left camp. The comd marched in column of fours. The Packs gave a great deal of trouble and some broke down just as we were leaving camp. We marched up the left bank of the Rose Bud about 12 or 14 miles & went into camp at 4 P.M. After supper all officers reported at Hdqrs where we were informed that there would not be any more calls by trumpet, that reveille would be at 3 & move out at 5. That marches would be of easy stages from 25 to 30 miles a day. I went to bed soon after the officers were dismissed, after giving orders and looking at herd.

I walked back with Wallace who said he believed Genl. Custer would be killed as he had never heard him talk as he did, or his manner so subdued.

June 23: We got off from camp with our packs on time & everything went very. Smoothly - after marching about 8 miles we came across a very large village grounds and during the day we passed two more camps, all indicating a very large number of Indians. The valley of the Rose Bud is quite well wooded and generally a thick undergrowth of Rose bushes. The creek is well named. 33 or 35 miles.

June 24: We passed a large camp about 7:30 and officers call was sounded. The poles of the Lodge for the “Sun Dance” was standing. They had evidently had a big time – also was found a whiteman’s scalp not quite dry - It was estimated as consisting of three or four hundred lodges. The Crow scouts were very active and were busy - went on carefully until sundown when we went into a camp and at 11:30 P.M. took up our line of march again and continued until about 2 o’clock when we halted to await the arrival of news from Lt. Varnum & Crow scouts who had been sent ahead. After daylight we unsaddled and made coffee. About 8 a scout came up with news that they had discovered a village and could see ponies & smoke,-although Varnum said he could not distinguish anything-We continued our march. Genl Custer came around personally and informed us that the Sioux village was in view. I did not see Genl & so when told by Burckhardt that he had been around & left that information I mounted & went to Hdqrs to hear the news. Bloody Knife was talking to the Genl & said we would find enough Sioux to keep us fighting two or three days. Genl remarked laughingly that he thought we would get through in one day. We took up our line of march to within a couple of miles of the Divide between “Rose Bud” & “Little Big Horn” when we halted and hid in a ravine. Soon after Col. Keogh came and reported that Sergt. Curtis had seen an Indian getting hard bread from a box that had been lost during the night. The Indian ran away when he saw the Sergt and party. The Crow scouts had seen some Indians also and thought they had seen the dust of the command and were aware of our presence in the country. Tom Custer went immediately to inform the Genl what had been seen and Genl came to where we were in bivouac. The Genl had been with the Crow scouts on the watch while we were in camp Genl had officers call sounded.We were informed of what had happened and that the impression was about 15 miles off and that we would start immediately. Co Commdrs were authorized to have six men & 1 N.C.O. with the packs and that Cos would move out in the order of reports of Co. Commdrs that their Cos were ready. I went to see if everything was ready & I reported just as McIntosh reported but Cook recognized him first so I came in No. 10. I thought I certainly would be of the advance but some Co. Comdrs reported without seeing to anything and so got the lead. After we arrived at the summit of the Divide between Rose Bud & LB. Horn I received an order to report to Col Benteen for duty with his Battln. He was ordered to scout toward the L.B.H., and above the creek valley down which the main command of Genl Custer was marching. After wandering among the hills without any probability of accomplishing anything we went into the valley. (Col. Benteen received a note from Col. Cook that the village was in the front & to bring up the packs) I did not hear any firing and when we passed an old village I concluded from the age of the trail that we had a march of 18 to 20 miles before we would reach any village and that they would have seen us. This was about four miles from where the village was located. Soon after we passed the old village camp we watered our horses. This was about 2 o’clock pm. After watered we continued our march very leisurely - not long after watering the trumpeter brought the note from Col. Cook above noted (in brackets) and we increased our gait. We heard occasional shots and I concluded the fight was over that we had nothing to do but to go up and congratulate the others & help destroy the plunder. The firing became more distinct, and we increased our gait - a sergeant of one of the companies passed us & remarked “We’ve got them boys” I thought it was all over & that it could only have been a small village to be over so soon. We soon came in sight of the valley of the Little Big Horn River and its wide bottom was covered with horsemen who I at first thought to be our own command.

I saw a company on the hills which I supposed to be there for picket duty while the others were destroying the village. Some Crow Indian scouts came up over the hills driving a herd of ponies and soon came to us and I asked by signs which way we could go down to the bottom or get to the command. He motioned to go to the right, and I told Col. Benteen so we went that way a short distance and soon came to where Col. Reno and his three Cos A, G and M were. Hare soon came up & said that Cos M, A & G had charged over the plain, that they had a big fight in woods above the village and were whipped out, that they were obliged to cut their way through and were “d…d glad to see us.” We formed a dismounted skirmish line along the crest of the bluffs where we afterwards entrenched ourselves. Singular to us it appeared that they made no demonstration against us. We were watching anxiously for our pack train with the reserve ammunition, for the three Cos had expended nearly all they had on their persons in the wood below – in the meantime Col. Reno sent one Co. to some bluffs lower down to look for Genl Custer. We heard volley firing and the rattle of guns. The Co returned soon after without any tidings of Genl Custer. We thought it very strange that he did not make his way back to us. So, soon after the packs got up we mounted and moved towards where Genl Custer was supposed to be. We got on some very high bluffs and large numbers of Indians were seen on some bluffs, about two miles away but the firing had ceased except an occasional shot. Upon our appearance at the bluffs the Indians directed their attention towards us, and large numbers almost immediately ran toward us - on their approach it was evident they meant business and Col Benteen suggested we get back to the place where we first threw out skirmishers so as to throw ourselves into position to receive and protect our stock. The packs were moved and all Cos except Weir & French & mine. Weir and & French were on a very high ridge, I was along the crest of the bluffs toward the river. I was dismounted. As soon as Weir & French began their retreat the Indians followed to the high point and I received orders to mount and move in to the camp. I had not gone far when I saw the Indians would make a sad havoc in the other Cos unless checked, so I dismounted & formed skirmish line for their protection while they retreated into the lines, and sent my led horses in. The fire of the Indians was very hot, and they sent many a bullet among us but fortunately none of us were hit. Of D and M two or three wounded & one killed who fell in the hands of the enemy - a number of horses were wounded. I got an order to fall back to the lines and in so doing the line of skirmishers began to go a little faster & faster and to get into groups. I halted them then again, as I was determined to not let them have any panic - many had not been under fire before. We retreated again & got into the lines & laid down - soon the Indians followed to the ridge my presence outside had protected, and we gave them a reception with such warmth that they did not attempt again to come nearer than the ridge in numbers or mounted all knew that it meant a siege for a time at least and so the best was done for our horses & packs. They were put in a ravine and a skirmish line formed on three sides of it and the Indians seeing the openness of the fourth side got to where they could shoot directly into the herd. The packs were then unloaded and used for a breastwork, and Moylan’s Co was inside of it. Benteen was on the crest of the bluffs on the upper side of the camp. “B” Co was on his right lower down and the line continued from left to right, G, D, and my Co was interpolated with the last three when I came in from the Skr. Line. Everybody was required to be on their bellies or to lie close to the ground and the bullets came thick & fast. I felt that I ought to reassure the men however and so I kept moving about the lines. Hare & Edgerly asked me several times to lie down. I was standing over Sergt Winney, talking to somebody & giving orders when a bullet went through him. He gave a quick convulsive jerk, said “I am hit” and looked at me imploringly. I told him to lie down & be quiet until the fusillade was over when I would have him taken to the hospital & he turned as if to do so, threw his weight down on his elbows and was dead. This was the first time since 1861 that I had seen a man killed in battle yet I felt cool & unconcerned as to myself. Burckhardt, my cook, was directly in rear of Sergt Winney begged me to “Please lie down, Lieut.; you will get hit, Please, sir, lie down,” and I did so. I found the Sergt was dead, I went back to a place immediately in rear of the line. I was obliged to give my attention to the use of ammunition; if I allowed the men would fire all the time at random. I also found my movements were attracting the attention of the Indians and that I was endangering others. As soon as I laid down I said my prayers & went to sleep a vigorous fire by the Indians wakened me; we made a sally and every man but one of D Co. moved out of the line. We drove back the Indians and took our position again. The “D” Co man was killed directly after the troops laid down. How I did wish Genl Custer would return. It looked very much like a siege and as a matter of course our thoughts turned to the future. It was my opinion we ought to fold up our tents and silently steal away. Col Weir came to where I was and we talked the matter over. My reasons for moving were that I thought Genl Custer was below us and we could join him, that we had no water & a few wounded; that we would have our casualties & burdens increased on the morrow - that I did not think the Indians would force an engagement during the night. We both thought that to Col Benteen we must look for the wisdom to deliver us from our situation or defend us as it was evident that Col Reno carried no vigor nor decision, and his personal behavior gave no confidence in him.

The firing ceased from the Indians at dark, and I made the men go to work digging out pits. The ground was very hard clay and it was with great difficulty we got them finished. I had my packs and bedding brought from the “corral” or herd and made into a barricade where Mr. Hare and myself laid down & slept. We opened a can of California Pears and they were very refreshing. A few shots were fired during the night and scouts were ordered out to open communication with Genl Custer but returned saying the country was covered with Sioux. A visit to the Hospital made in the evening was very sad. There were quite a number of horses & mules killed. The Indians got the range of the herd from a ridge about four hundred yards off and did considerable execution. It was at my suggestion that “D” Co was moved down to cover the line opposite the River. Our troops did not do as much firing as ought to have been done so their range was pretty accurate and their aim not at all disturbed. I thought we were a little niggardly of our ammunition and determined tomorrow to have some good shots do some work. I wished very much for Pvt Clear who was one of the best shots & killed while with Mr. Hare, with Col. Reno. We have not had any water since we got into position and am quite dry. I have kept my cigar out of my mouth and kept the men from using tobacco as much as possible.

Monday, June 26, 1876: The firing began at an early hour, before it was fairly daylight, by the Indians and according to determination by my men to let them know we were on hand, I permitted different men of the Co. to fire at times. I watched with interest & amusement how some would aim. I generally told them what range to fire at and afterwards only allowed the best shots to fire. Pvts. Madden & Lasley were about the coolest and best shots. About 11 I sent a detail with canteens to get water. They were not successful but learning that Col Benteen would send a detail down under cover of his fire, another detail was made. I did not eat anything this morning until about 9 o’clock when I got very hungry & felt exhausted. I happened to think of some raw potatoes I had in a sack & tried one with some hard bread. I found it quite a relief and gave some out. I got a sip of water from Wallace who had his canteen filled. My detail came back after an hour’s absence with some canteens & said the rest had been taken at the hospital; also that Pvt. Madden was wounded with his leg broken. I sent a detail to get him up from the River near which he was placed but they were not permitted to go down. The Indians kept up a very heavy fire on all who went after water. After about 3 P.M. there was very little firing, except at this place but all had to hold the trenches. Pvts Corcoran and Mielke were wounded during the day. Pretty soon in the morning they made quite a determined advance on both sides of camp and kept a pretty vigorous fire from the hills too. We met them on one side by a heavy fire and they retired, on Col Benteen’s line they kept advancing until they got almost to the top of the hill when Col Benteen charged his men on them & drove the Indians back. Soon after Col Benteen came over & asked for more men. I expected my co to be sent over but French was sent over. Both cos. had a good many wounded men. Col Benteen ordered us to charge although Col Reno was then on the line. Reno went with us and ordered us back to the trenches before we had gone twenty yards as the firing became very warm & there was no breast work to hide behind, but still it had its effect and we kept up a pretty warm fire too. About 7 P.M. we saw the Indian village moving. It was or seemed to be 3 miles long by 3/4 wide and very closely packed. It was about 1 1/2 miles from where we were. They did not seem to be in any haste and moved off orderly, a few remained in the bottom out of our range until nearly dark. We surmised that their ammunition was giving out and they intended to move their village to a safe distance and on the 27th to make a more vigorous assault or else that Genl Custer was coming to our assistance with reinforcements. We moved our lines at dark to a more advantageous point & where our stock would be under better protection and where we could get water. We endeavored to get our stock down to the river that night but no place was found where it was practicable. I got a cup of coffee with French & after seeing the men at work in the pits I went to bed with Wallace & Hare in my pit. I had not had my clothes off for three days & I felt tired, worn, dirty & sleepy.

June 27, 1876: I was awakened by the reveille and felt better to know that at daylight the Indians did not fire the morning guns. I had coffee & breakfast prepared [and] the stock attended to. No settled purpose seems to have been made. We feel that something has disturbed the Indians but the direction taken does not show that [it is] Genl Crook. About 9 a.m. whilst discussing the probabilities it was the general opinion that the Indians had some kind of trap or had run out of ammunition. It was intended to send out couriers to communicate with Genl Terry who was supposed to be coming up to the mouth of the Little Born. These couriers had been sent out last night but came back saying that the Sioux were still about the camp and would not go out. No Indians have been seen - a few ponies are to be seen grazing below in the bottom. About 9:30 a cloud of dust was seen several miles below camp, and everybody was called to his place, the horses were taken into the ravine between the lines and I sent camp kettles, canteens, etc., to the river to have them filled. Preparations were made that we might be prepared in case it should prove they were Indians. An hour of suspense was passed when it was finally settled they were our own troops. The speculation was rife as to whose column it was. We looked in vain for a company of white horses so we gave up that it was Genl Custer and thought that it might be GenI Crook, but a hearty cheer went up from the throats of our gallant men, for we knew we were delivered from our foes. Soon a scout came up with a note from Genl Terry to Genl Custer saying some [of] our Crow scouts gave the information that we were whipped and nearly all killed, that he did not believe the story but he was bringing medical assistance. This note was written on the 26th and the scout said he could not get into our camp the night before as the Sioux were on the alert. At reveille Lt. DeRudio came into camp. He had been in the woods in river bottom for two days. His horse got away from him as the Cos were coming out of the fight under Col Reno and he was obliged to take refuge in the woods. With him were F. Gerard, interpreter, Jackson, a half breed scout & Pvt. O’NeaI, Co. G. During the first night Gerard & Jackson who were mounted got separated from the others but all got in O.K.

Lt. Bradley 7th Infty came up next & made inquiry as to how I was from some of our fellows & soon I met him. The first thing I asked was where Genl Custer was and he told me he did not know but supposed him killed, as he had counted 197 bodies. He did not think any of them had escaped. I was dumbfounded - for indeed there did not seem to be any hope except that some of them had cut their way through to the prairie and gone down the River. The three Crow scouts had given correct information as to Genl Custer’s column. It did seem so impossible. Genl Terry & staff soon came upon the scene & was greeted with hearty cheers by all. Scarcely a word was spoken by the officers, but a hearty shake gave token of our thankfulness for relief, and our silence spoke deeper than our words of grief for the dead. The oppressiveness of our situation was fully realized and tears filled nearly every eye. The rest of the day was spent in making preparations to take the wounded down below where the command was encamped. I went down & met a number of officers of cav & Infty while down with the wounded. Sergt Madden has his leg cut off.

June 28th: We broke camp and went to the scene of Genl Custer’s disaster for the purpose of burying the dead. We found the bodies strewn from a few hundred yards of the ford up to a ridge. We buried as nearly as I can count 212 bodies including Genl Custer, Cook & Reily were all the officers I recognized. Others recognized Yates, Keogh, Calhoun, Crittenden & Smith. The bodies of Porter, Jack Sturgis, Harrington & Dr. Lord were not recognized. While the bodies were being buried I went to right about 1 1/2 miles to see if I could discover any more bodies. I thought I traced the tracks of our Indians but everything indicated a pursuit - that is a rapid march. I found a gray horse with an Indian bridle, halter & lariat. The horse had a tuft of grass tied in his mouth to keep him from neighing. I took him in. We marched through the village and camped below the other troops…

June 29. We remained in camp (till evening and Xed Little Horn & went into camp at Retreat)..

June 30. Crossed the L.B.H. in afternoon & camped & mustered. In the evening we took up our march for the mouth of Little Big Horn and got to the boat at 2.30 a.m. Sent a dispatch via Ellis.

[CN] 3.40
 [CT] GOES AHEAD, THE CROW SCOUT: NARRATIVES FROM THE ARIKARA NARRATIVE AND AS GIVEN TO WALTER CAMP, AUGUST 5, 1909

Four Crow Indian scouts went with Custer from the north fork of Ash Creek down the bluffs toward Medicine Tail Coulee. They were Curley, Goes Ahead, White Man Runs Him and Hairy Moccasin - and all of them have left accounts of that movement. There are a number of inconsistencies in these accounts and some writers have been unwilling or unable to reconcile them. Col. William Graham, one of the most noted of the Custer historians went so far as to ignore all Indian accounts for this very reason.

The patient student can learn much however, and even the short narratives of Goes Ahead and Hairy Moccasin provide glittering gems of information for the researcher who takes the time to hold them up to close scrutiny.

Two of the accounts of Goes Ahead are reproduced below. The first is very brief and is taken from an interview conducted with the former scout by Walter Mason Camp on 5 August 1909, as interpreted by Russell White Bear (who often translated for Camp or for others interviewing the Crows).

Goes Ahead was a young man (24) at the Little Horn and was thus hardly doddering when he spoke with Camp, or when he gave his account to Libby for the Arikara Narrative, which was published in 1920. Goes Ahead died in 1919. His Arikara Narrative story follows the interview with Camp and both have been slightly edited. A short commentary follows the narratives.

AS TOLD TO WALTER CAMP 5 AUGUST 1909.

…As to whether Curley left us and went back I decline to answer. I prefer that White Man [Runs Him] or Hairy Moccasin answer this question…We saw Reno’s battle and went back south along bluff and met Benteen’s command. We three Crows did not see Custer after he turned down the coulee to right. Did not see Custer fight. Did not see beginning of it or any part of it. Does not know whether Custer went to river. We turned back too early to see where Custer went north of Dry Creek.

We three Crows made a circle to the east and came back to Little Bighorn and went on and swam the Big Horn to west side and next day yelled across to Gibbon’s Crows information of Custer’s defeat, although did not know positively about all being killed but supposed they must be.

Half Yellow Face and White Swan went into the valley with Reno and had not got out when we left. White Swan was wounded in Reno’s valley fight. All six Crows were on Crows Nest at daylight June 25…

FROM THE ARIKARA NARRATIVE

…The roll was called at the bank at the boat for these Crow scouts. Six of them were called to go on board, Hairy Moccasin, White-Man-Runs-Him, Goes-Ahead, Curley, Half-Yellow-Face, White Swan. The boat went up a little way and landed the scouts. Their interpreter was Mitch. Bouyer (Ka-pesh), a half-breed Dakota. He told them that when they went down below the mouth of the Rosebud they would see Ankara scouts. When they came to this camp there was a big tent with a flag, and in it they met Custer. He shook hands with them and said, “We are glad to have you…” “…told them he was going to fight the Dakotas and Cheyennes and that he understood that the Crows were good scouts. “If we win the fight, everything belonging to the enemy you can take home, for my boys have no use for these things.” The next day they broke camp and went up the Rosebud until night. Next day they found where the Dakotas had their first camp, a very big one. They had had a sun dance, they could see the frame of the dance lodge. The third day they camped at what is now Busby school, the second camp on the Rosebud. Just at dawn they reached Wolf Mountains, the sun was just coming up. Custer always warned them to look out for themselves, for every squad of soldiers had scouts and they might be mistaken for the enemy. Custer said to the six Crow scouts: “If nothing happens to me, I will look after you in the future.” From Wolf Mountains the Crow scouts were ahead but stopped a moment at the lone tepee. At White Rocks, Mitch Bouyer told them to go with Custer. As Custer swung off from the trail after Reno left him to cross the upper ford there was an Ankara scout and four Crow scouts with him. Custer rode to the edge of the high bank and looked over to the place where Rena’s men were, as though planning the next move. When they had arrived at about the point where Lieutenant Hodgson’s headstone was placed later, the three Crow scouts saw the soldiers dismounting in front of the Dakota camp and thought the enemy were “too many.” Close to where Reno and Benteen later in the day were attacked by the Dakotas on the ridge of hills above the river, the three Crow scouts were left behind and Custer’s command went down the draw toward the lower ford on the run. Custer had told the Crow scouts to stay out of the fight and they went to the left along the ridge overlooking the river while he took his command to the right (Goes-Ahead is sure Curley, the Crow scout, was not with him). At this point both Curley and Black Fox, Arikara scout, disappeared…The three Crow scouts rode along the high ridge, keeping back from the view of the Dakotas till they came to the end of the ridge and to the bluff just above the lower ford. There they dismounted and fired across into the Dakota camp, the circle of tents they could see over the tree-tops below them. They heard two volleys and saw the soldiers’ horses standing back of the line in groups. Then in accordance with orders Custer had given them about staying out of the fight, they rode back along the ridge and met the Arikara scouts and pack-mules. They then rode away around the point of the highest hill…After riding all night they reached the mouth of the Little Big Horn by daylight. Here Terry met them. He asked about Custer and they told him Custer had been wiped out. He asked them four times…

Although at first reading there would appear to be some discrepancies between the two accounts of Goes Ahead, in fact they are quite consistent when one applies a little logic, common sense and specific knowledge of what makes Indian accounts tick.

In all important points, the two stories are identical. The four Crows went with Custer down the blufftops. At some point in this march, Curley took his leave, in company with the Arikara scout Black Fox, although Black Fox is mentioned only in one account [see Appendix 3.16 for complete details as to Curley’s actions]. Custer moved down toward Medicine Tail Coulee while the three remaining Crows, who had fallen a little behind while looking at Reno in the valley, kept to the left and went as far as the end of the ridges, near Weir peaks, stopping to fire across the river at the hostile camp. They backtracked until they bumped into Benteen’s command and at some point continued on until they got clear of the battle zone. Goes Ahead says they left right away, meeting the pack train and some of the Ree scouts on the way.

The next morning, they called across the Big Horn to Gibbon’s Crow scouts that Custer had been destroyed. The reference to telling this to Terry himself is obviously an error in translation and is one often found in Indian accounts, where a mention of a specific command is taken as meaning the officer himself. This is quite common in Custer sources, where a reference to Custer’s command or to Custer soldiers is translated as being a reference to Custer personally.

The only statement which is not quite clear and which one would have hoped had been more so, is the mention of the two volleys being fired and to the horses being held in groups behind the soldiers’ line. It has been taken by some writers as referring to the Custer command and to the volleys fired by that command, perhaps those that were heard by Reno’s men on the hilltop. Goes Ahead however, flatly stated that the Crows did not see the beginning of the Custer fight nor any part of it. A more concrete denial cannot be imagined and the time frame is all wrong. The only conclusion must be that either Goes Ahead did not see what he says he saw, or that the statement applies to the Reno battalion in the bottom. If the latter were the case, it would fit the time frame. Although there is no evidence that Reno’s line fired by volley, it is virtually certain that Goes Ahead did not use the term “volleys” but some words which denoted heavy firing, or shooting in unison, and which were rendered as “volleys” by the translator.





[CN] 3.41
 [CT] THEODORE GOLDIN: ARMY MAGAZINE ARTICLE AND A LETTER TO FREDERICK BENTEEN

This appendix contains two items which were long thought lost to posterity – Goldin’s Army Magazine article, which is mentioned in both the Benteen-Goldin letters and Graham’s Custer Myth (wherein Graham speculates that if the article ever shows up, he doubts that there will be any mention of Goldin’s having been a messenger from Custer to Reno). I am indebted to the late John M. Carroll for the Goldin letter. Both it and the article are given exactly as written with the minor exception that I have corrected some typos and punctuation and have added some commentary where indicated.

Appendix 3.42 contains several items of Goldin’s correspondence with several people and it is indeed interesting to contrast the anti-Reno feeling in the Army Magazine article with the pro-Reno content of the correspondence. It is also interesting to compare Goldin’s statements to Benteen and some of those in the article, to the reality of his age, enlistment date and service record.

The Army Magazine article appeared in the issues of June and July 1893, after Godfrey’s Century Magazine article had appeared and I would be surprised if Goldin had not “borrowed” liberally from that source, also of course from his correspondence with Benteen. Benteen ostensibly endorsed the article.

Because Goldin tends to use the royal “we” throughout, so it is sometimes difficult to know if he is talking about only himself or others as well.

THE ARMY MAGAZINE ARTICLE

Over seventeen years have passed away, since the sun sank to rest behind the Montana hilltops one hot June day in the “Centennial” year, shedding its last rays on a little detachment of “regulars” bravely battling for their lives against ten times their number of frenzied, blood-thirsty savages, while only a few short miles away, their old time leader, with some two hundred gallant comrades, stripped, mutilated and ghastly, lay, cold and mute, in the soldiers’ last sleep.

In this length of time, one would naturally suppose all the facts connected with that long to be remembered chapter in our frontier history, would have been given the public.

But through magazines, books, and newspapers, we find the battle being fought over anew, in some instances by officers and ex-soldiers who were with the command, in others by officers and even civilians who were not there, while the “last survivor” of Custer’s gallant command is getting more numerous as the years roll along, and striving to rob Trumpeter Martin of “H” Troop [the only living white man entitled to the appellation] of the honors so justly his due.

When orders were received to join the regiment at Fort Lincoln, D.T., in the spring of 1876, the troop of the Seventh Cavalry to which I then belonged, was enjoying, for the time being, a: somewhat inactive existence in permanent camp near Shreveport, La. [Goldin was never in the south]. But no time was lost in getting under way for our new location, and shortly before midnight on the 30th of April Troops, “B,” “G,” and “K” rolled into the yards at Bismarck, tumbled out of our cars and by the light of a flickering camp fire and a stable lantern or two, hurried through the form of the regular bi-monthly muster.

The following morning our company property was loaded into a waiting wagon train and went trundling off down the valley of the Missouri to the post, some five miles distant. “Boots and Saddles” soon sounded, and by noon the battalion was in camp about a half a mile below the post, with the balance of the regiment reunited again for the first time in several years.

Our first night in camp was one long to be remembered. To those of us just from the south, Dakota spring weather was a revelation. Early in the night we woke up, our teeth chattering and the very marrow in our bones seemingly congealed. We tried more blankets, but that didn’t work, and at last chilled through and through, we crept out of our tents, wrapped a blanket over our overcoats and spent the remainder of the night crouching over the cook fires and relieving our minds in language only proper on the frontier in times of great emergency. Soon after the first of May we began active preparations for the summer campaign. Forage caps and natty uniforms gave place to broad rimmed scouting hats, and riding breeches heavily re-enforced with tent canvas or “Stark A” bags; glistening cartridge boxes and fancy leather belts were consigned to our boxes, and replaced with the less elegant, though far more serviceable “prairie belt,” and in a very few days the command was ready to take the field.

As we have said, for the first time in several years the entire regiment was in camp, looking forward to one of the biggest Indian campaigns ever known in the history of the northwest.

Gen. Gibbon of “Iron Brigade” renown, was already creeping down the valley of the Yellowstone, with a small infantry force and the “Montana Battalion” of the Second Cavalry, bound to the rescue of the beleaguered traders at Fort Pease, just below the mouth of the Big Horn River; while far away to the southward, that prince of Indian fighters, Gen. George Crook, the old “gray fox” of Arizona fame, was completing preparations to take the field with a large force of cavalry and infantry, composed of regiments and detachments known throughout the army for their gallant service records in many a hard campaign.

Just as our preparations were about completed, word was received at the camp, that Gen. Custer had been ordered under arrest at Chicago, by order of the President [Grant], and that the regiment would take the field under command of Major Marcus A. Reno, an officer not generally liked among the enlisted men who had soldiered under him and an officer for whom even the “commissioned” force of the regiment had no unbounded love or admiration. The reader can therefore imagine that it was with unconcealed feelings of pleasure the rank and file heard the news “Custer will be here tomorrow.”

With this information came the news that the Fort Lincoln column would take the field in the command of Brig. Gen. Alfred Terry, at that time department commander of the Department of Dakota.

The reason for this change in commanding officers was freely commented on at the time, and it was pretty generally conceded that is was perfectly proper for the general commanding the department to go out in command of the expedition, in order that he might be close at hand in case of an emergency [see Appendix 5.5 for a discussion of this situation].

Both during and since the time of that fatal expedition, we have often heard it said, both by army officers and others, that Gen. Custer’s arrest and detention at Chicago, and the treatment accorded him at Washington, had far more to do with his course of action after he left the mouth of the Rosebud, than might be generally supposed [in fact it had been, and still is, postulated that Custer was out to regain his reputation by a solo victory over the Indians].

Proud, sensitive and brave even to rashness, Gen. Custer must have felt his seeming disgrace very keenly, and when he was placed at the head of the regiment he had so long and ably commanded, and was temporarily freed from the restraint occasioned by the presence of his immediate superior, his desire to clear himself from the cloud hanging over him, led him to place a very liberal construction on the suggestions made to him by Gen. Terry, at their council on the “Far West.”

But, be that as it may, those of us who followed him along that fated trail know that he died with his face to the foe, making no cowardly retreat, even before half his regiment were in action.

At daybreak on the morning of the 17th of May, we rolled out from under our blankets to the stirring notes of the “reveille,” swallowed our hard tack and coffee, finished our packing and then lounged around, smoking and chatting, waiting for the hour to move.

Just as the sun peeped over the eastern hill, the ringing notes of the “general” sounded from the headquarters. In an instant every tent was down, and leaving them to be packed and hauled away by a detail from the garrison at the post, we hurried out to the herd as the bugles were sounding “boots and saddles,” horses were led in, saddled up, and in a brief space of time the whole regiment was led into line. Five minutes later we clambered rather than swung into our saddles, owing to the large amount of baggage and equipment we were compelled to carry on our saddles, and at the command “Right forward, fours right, march!” we broke into column and the expedition of 1876 was in the field.

As we moved slowly up the valley, we drew near the “shacks” occupied by the families of our Indian scouts. Grouped along the roadside were the mothers, wives and sisters of the men who were to guide us on our journey, and as we approached them, our ears were saluted with the mournful notes of one of their peculiar chants; louder and louder the weird, wailing notes rang out on the clear morning air. Try as we would, it seemed impossible to banish a feeling of depression as we listened and wondered how many times this same band, gathered in their distant village had chanted this same dirge song for fathers, brothers, husbands and sons, who, going forth to battle, as we were now, had never returned.

We soon left this strange scene behind and drew near the quarters occupied by the married enlisted men of the regiment. Gathered along the outskirts of these rude frontier homes, were the wives and children who were to be left behind; every moment some bronzed, stalwart trooper would rein out of line for a farewell handclasp from wife and child, while up and down the dusty road, all unconscious of the true meaning of the scene before them, astride brooms, clothes poles and other convenient articles, pranced dozens of urchins in mimic imitation of their sires.

This scene too was soon left behind, as with a ringing “Column left, march!” the band at the head of the regiment struck up the familiar air “The Girl I Left Behind Me,” and we marched rapidly across the southerly side of the parade, then turned northward at the old adjutant’s office, and here it was the last sad partings took place. Here and there at the windows along “officers’ row” we could see the tear stained faces of officers’ wives and children, striving eagerly for a last farewell glimpse of the loved husband and father, who, at the head of this troop, was striving by unusual sternness of demeanor, to conceal the grief filling his heart to overflowing, and with impatient hand brushing away the unaccustomed tear. Here a loving wife, more courageous than her sisters, had ventured as far as the gate for a parting handclasp or a kiss, but the effort was too great, and with burning tears coursing down her cheeks she fled into the solitude of her doubly deserted fireside, there to master her grief alone [Mrs. Custer and Mrs. Calhoun accompanied the column for the first day’s march].

Pausing for a moment on the brow of the hill, near the infantry guardhouse, to readjust our saddles a trifle, the whole scene was spread out before us like a mammoth panorama. Far out to the front fluttered the red and blue headquarters flag of Gen. Custer, and near it the white star on the blue ground, used by Gen. Terry to designate department headquarters; off to the left of the trail, the column of sturdy infantry was plodding along, arms “at will,” while lumbering along the trail and stretching its creeping length over hill and valley like a mighty serpent, rolled the long line of heavily laden white covered army wagons. Winding in and out among the ravines and over the rolling prairie, just lengthening out into columns of twos, was the cavalry command, the morning sun shining on their arms and equipments and flashing back from the glossy coats of their well-groomed horses, while off to the left and near the wagon train, the little artillery detachment ambled along at a steady walk. Thus it was we started.

After a thirteen days’ march, enlivened only by a hail storm, some heavy pioneering, and the incidents usual to the first days of a campaign, we reached the Little Missouri river, where we went into camp, and remained for a day or two, while a scouting party under Gen. Custer scoured the country for some distance up the valley in search of a possible enemy. On the 31st of May we forded the river, made a march of about ten miles and went into camp near Sunset Peak, where we were compelled to remain until the morning of 3d of June, owing to a heavy snow storm.

Leaving this camp we struck out for the mouth of the Powder River, and on the afternoon of the 7th, after five days of heavy marching and harder pioneering over a rough and hilly country, we found ourselves on the summit of a range of high bluffs. Looking downward, far below us, we could see, winding in and out through the distant valley, the rushing waters of the Powder River, but it required several hours of hard work ere we succeeded in getting our wagon train safely into camp.

We remained in camp here for two or three days and in the meantime Gen. Terry, with a cavalry escort, went down to the mouth of the river, distant some twenty miles.

On his return it was decided to send out a scouting party, and on the afternoon of June 10th, Major Reno with six troops of the regiment, equipped with pack animals, broke camp and started up the valley, with orders, as we understood, to carefully scout the country as far up as the forks of the Powder River, and from thence by way of the valley of the Mizpah Creek to the Tongue River, and down that stream to its mouth, to which point it was then understood the remainder of the regiment would proceed. To enable Major Reno to comply with this order all the rations and forage of the remaining six troops, save one day’s supply, were turned over to the first battalion.

This, of course, necessitated a move on our part, and on Sunday morning, the 11th, we broke camp and with the entire wagon train pushed down stream toward the Yellowstone, where we arrived the same afternoon. Soon after our arrival, the steamer “Far West” put in an appearance and we replenished our depleted commissary.

The time spent in camp at the mouth of the Powder river was far from being wasted; arrangements were made for the establishment of a supply camp, the wagon train, band and dismounted men were to be left behind; pack-saddles and “aparejos” were issued to the several troops, mules were taken from the wagon train, and details from each troop were carefully instructed in the work of packing.

On the afternoon of the 14th we received orders to “Leave everything not absolutely necessary with the wagon train, as at daybreak to-morrow the cavalry command will move forward toward the mouth of the Tongue River.” For the first time since we left Fort Lincoln it began to look as though there was stirring work ahead and everyone in the camp seemed anxious for the move.

Soon after daylight on the 15th, with the band on an adjacent knoll playing “Garryowen,” we clambered into our saddles, waved a cheery good-bye to the comrade unwillingly left behind, and twenty minutes later were out of sight of the camp, and, with pack train well closed up, were pushing northward for the Tongue river, distant about forty miles. Owing to the fact that neither the packers nor the mules were well hardened to the work, our progress was slow and we were a day and a quarter in covering the distance, passing on our way several abandoned Indian camps and arriving at our destination on the forenoon of the 16th.

Our camp was pitched on the site of an abandoned Indian village, near where Miles City, M.T., was afterward first laid out. Broken tepee poles, branches of cottonwood stripped of their bark by hungry ponies, and numerous other evidences of savage occupancy were scattered through the timber, while out on the prairie in our immediate front, wrapped in their gaudy blankets, were the bodies of perhaps a half a dozen Sioux or Cheyenne warriors, serenely sleeping their last sleep, all unconscious of the fact that their recent habitation was peopled with their hated enemies the “pony soldiers.”

As yet no word had reached us from Major Reno’s command, and some anxiety was felt, even though we knew the time for which they were rationed had not yet expired. We at this time knew nothing of the fact that on the very day of our arrival at this point the column under Gen. Crook was fighting practically a losing battle with the hostiles far over on the Rosebud [the Crook fight took place on the 17th – Goldin says that they arrived on the morning of the 16th].

All the long afternoon of the 18th the command lay within the shelter of the timber, officers and men eagerly watching every dust cloud that whirled across the distant prairie, hoping, but in vain, that it was the harbinger of the approach of the absent ones. During the afternoon it was reported that unless news reached us during the night our command would move up the river the following morning.

On the morning of the 19th, Gen. Terry having passed on up the stream with the steamer, we broke camp and moved up the valley of the Tongue River. By ten o’clock the heat was intense, and we finally sought the shade of the timber and went into camp; our horses were soon on lariat and the cooks were busy preparing soup for our dinners, all else was dead. Far out on the surrounding hills we could see the pickets keeping lazy watch, but we knew them well enough to feel that no sign, however slight, indicating the presence of an enemy would escape their vigilance.

Out on the prairie where our herds were picketed, the usually active herd guard, sheltered from the boiling sun behind a saddle blanket spread over a convenient sage brush, kept nodding watch over his charges, most of whom were lying down, while a few lazily cropped the juicy tobacco grass.

Dinner was almost ready when officers and men were rousing up and stirring about in the edge of the timber, when word was brought in by one of the pickets that a big cloud of dust had been discovered moving down the valley on the other side of the river. “Boots and saddles” was at once sounded, and pausing only long enough to seize carbine and belts, the men dashed away for the herd, and in less than ten minutes the whole command was saddled up and in line, but just before we received the order to mount, Maj. Reno’s battalion, tired, dust and hungry, came riding into sight.

While their leader was making his report to Gen. Custer, we divided our dinners with hungry comrades, and soon learned that the command had discovered a trail over toward the Tongue river, the second or third day after they left us, and followed it across to the Rosebud, where they struck an abandoned camp, estimated to have contained some 850 lodges [this is not an accurate estimate and was not that generally given]. Some of the Indian scouts told us they could have overtaken this party in less than two days, judging from the way they seemed to be moving, a statement substantially repeated to the writer by Charley Reynolds, one of our most reliable scouts, who also said that some of the officers of the battalion claimed at the point where the command turned back the trail was fully a week old, but that he knew better than that [there are differing accounts as to whether or not Reno wanted to pursue this trail].

After a brief halt the entire regiment again took up the march and struck square across the country for the mouth of the Rosebud, to overtake Gen. Terry and in hopes of making a junction with Gen. Gibbon’s command. Sunset found us miles on our journey, but there was no indication of a halt; darkness came over us and we were still marching. Mile after mile was covered in almost utter silence, save for the steady trampling of our horses and the rattle of equipments. Sometime after dark the writer was sent back with instructions to hurry up the pack train; the message delivered, we dropped back with the rear guard and followed along the trail.

Half an hour later we began the ascent of a range of hills bordering on the Yellowstone; a few moments of stiff climbing and we were at the top. Far below us, winding in and out among the trees, gleaming like a thread of silver, rippled the waters of the Yellowstone; here and there along its banks tiny camp fires were breaking into a blaze; the moon just appearing above the eastern hill tops shed a soft light over the valley; off to the left a white tent fly shown out in bold contrast to the deep shadows of the timber; moving in and out among the camp fires, scores of troopers were busily preparing for the midnight bivouac. Over to the left near the camp of the scouts, the ringing strokes of an ax sounded for a few moments on the clear night air; the fires were growing brighter and brighter, and the moon, now sailing in unclouded majesty across the heavens, was bringing into bold relief the entire camp; the soft summer winds gently rustling the tree-tops; the river murmuring in the distance; the trampling of the horses and the tinkle of the bells on the pack animals now rapidly moving into the valley, all came to us softened and subdued by the distance.

From our elevated position it was hard to realize that the gathering below us was one of friends and comrades; it seemed rather that we were gazing on a beautiful picture, which, through some supernatural agency had been stirred into sudden life.

Every passing moment added new beauties to the scene, and we sat on our horses and gazed at it lost in silent admiration, until the appetizing smell of coffee brought us to a realizing sense of the earthly character of the scene before us, and we lost no time in getting into camp. Our hurried supper was soon over, and after a social smoke about the embers of the camp fire, we rolled ourselves into our blankets and were sound asleep, our heads pillowed on our saddles, and the starry canopy of heaven our only tent.

We were in the saddle soon after daybreak of the 21st, and about ten o’clock caught a glimpse of Gen. Gibbon’s command moving slowly up the opposite side of the river, and a few moments later the “Far West” steamed into sight around the bend.

Couriers were sent forward to overtake them, and by noon the two commands were in camp on opposite sides of the river, near the mouth of the Rosebud.

Active preparations were at once commenced for a forward move. Many of our pack animals were exhausted or disabled, and we replaced them with fresh ones from the wagon train of Gen. Gibbon’s command. Fifteen days rations were issued and prepared for packing; additional ammunition was issued throughout the command until every man was supposed to have not less than 100 rounds of carbine and 24 rounds of pistol ammunition [on his person and in his saddlebags].

A council was held on board the steamer, between Gen. Terry, Gen. Gibbon and Gen. Custer, and a plan of action mapped out. This council was a short one, and as soon as it was over the final orders were issued for our advance.

Some general instructions were given Gen. Custer by the department commander on the morning of the 22nd, a few brief extracts from which we desire to quote.

“The brigadier general commanding directs that as soon as your regiment can be made ready for the march, you will proceed up the Rosebud in pursuit of the Indians whose trail was discovered by Major Reno a few days since. It is of course impossible to give you any definite instructions in regard to the movement, but were it not impossible to do so, the department commander places too much confidence in your zeal, energy and ability, to wish to impose upon you precise orders which might hamper your actions when nearly in contact with the enemy…

He thinks that you should proceed up the Rosebud until you ascertain definitely the direction in which the trail above spoken of leads. Should it be found, as it appears certain that it will be found, to turn toward the Little Big Horn, he thinks you should still proceed southward perhaps as far as the headwaters of the Tongue, and then [turn] toward the Little Horn, feeling constantly to your left so as to preclude the possibility of the escape of the Indians to the south or southeast by passing around your left flank. The column of Col. Gibbon is now in motion for the mouth of the Big Horn. As soon as it reaches that point it will cross the Yellowstone and move up at least as far as the forks of the Big and Little Big Horns. Of course its future movements must be controlled by circumstances as they arise, but it is hoped that the Indians, if upon the Little Big Horn, may be so nearly enclosed by the two columns, that their escape will be impossible.”

Nothing was said in these instructions as to the time when Gen. Gibbon’s column would probably reach the forks of the Big and Little Big Horns, but it was understood and generally talked in our command that it would not be earlier than noon of the 26th [there was no such understanding at the time – the supposed timing came later].

During the forenoon of the 22nd, it was rumored in camp that Gen. Custer had been offered the battalion of the Second Cavalry, but had declined it, whether from a feeling of confidence in his own regiment, or an idea that there might be a latent feeling between the officers of the two commands that might interfere with his plans at a critical moment, we do not know. He also declined to take the Gatling gun section, as he thought it might interfere with rapid movements, owing to the extreme roughness of the country along the proposed line of march [this was not common camp gossip on the morning of the 22nd. Custer informed his officers at a conference that night and word then spread among the troops].

At noon of the 22d, the twelve troops of the Seventh, in “column of fours,” passed in review order before the department commander and were soon lost to sight in the hills [after the review, the troops shifted into column of twos]. Our march the first day was between fifteen and twenty miles [Goldin’s mileage figures are inflated - see Appendices 3.113 & 4.14 for more accurate figures], and we went into camp about four o’clock in the afternoon. Only the smallest of fires were allowed and those only long enough to prepare our meals; extra herd-guards were posted; bugle calls, except under circumstances of great necessity, were prohibited; strict injunctions were given against hunting while on the march, and every possible precaution taken to conceal our movements and guard against surprise.

Five o’clock on the morning of the 23d found us ready to move, and all day long we pushed ahead on the trail discovered by Major Reno, passing a number of abandoned camping places, and finding the ground littered with evidences of the recent presence of the Indians. Along the banks of the little streams and under the shelter of the timber we found many “wickyups,” a species of rude shelter built by entwining willow branches and small tree limbs into the form of a rude tepee. These when completed were usually covered with a blanket or buffalo robe or something of that sort, sometimes with grass or the boughs of trees. Our Crow scouts on seeing these at once said that they were used by the young warriors who had only recently joined the camp [Godfrey states that he thought they were for the dogs, so it seems he was not privy to the words of the scouts, as Goldin supposedly was].

That night we camped in a broad valley, along the banks of a clear, running stream, and only a short distance from a recent camp of the enemy, our day’s march having been something over 35 miles. Morning of the 24th dawned bright and clear and found us already on the trail [the command did not start out until after dawn].

About noon we halted near an abandoned camp, one of the largest we had yet seen, and while coffee was cooking “officers call” was sounded, the first bugle call, as I remember it, since we had sighted the trail [there was no trumpet call until the next morning]. While we were drinking our coffee, one of the orderlies at headquarters stopped near our halting place, and through him we learned that our Crow scouts had discovered recent Indian signs, and that some of the officers had found a white man’s scalp in a deserted sun dance lodge near the center of the Indian camp.

Our halt here was very brief and we were soon pushing forward down the widening trail, every mile coming across additional signs of the recent presence of a considerable number of the hostiles.

Just before sunset the head of the column diverged from the trail, wound up the valley of a neighboring stream for a short distance, and went into camp under the shelter of a high bluff, after a march of about thirty miles [see Appendix 4.14 for actual timings and mileages]. A few small fires were kindled in the bottom of an adjacent ravine, over which we hurriedly cooked our bacon and coffee, after which the fires were at once extinguished.

Upon our arrival in camp we had received orders to keep our saddles packed and have our equipments ready for a possible night march. Ever since leaving the Rosebud, most of the men had been carrying, in addition, to their other equipments, small sacks, each containing twelve quarts of oats [the horses were on limited forage of two pounds of oats per day for six days, so that the weight would have been lessened by four pounds]; but fully convinced that the coming twenty-four hours would call for the utmost endurance on the part of their faithful steeds, many of the boys emptied the forage out in front of them and rounded out the forage sacks with their spare clothing.

Somewhere about nine o’clock, the officers were summoned to headquarters, and soon after this we learned that the trail seemed to lead over the divide and probably down into the valley of the Little Big Horn; that it was deemed desirable for the command to cross the divide under the cover of darkness if possible, and if not, to at least get the command well concealed in the foot hills along its base. The officers’ council did not last long, and in a few moments they were groping their way back through the darkness to their several commands. Lieutenants Hare and Varnum had been assigned to duty with the scouts, who had been directed to push forward at once and make their way as near the camp of the hostiles as was possible, rejoining the command at daybreak. Striking a match, I looked at my watch and saw that it was nearly eleven o’clock.

A few moments after, word was passed down the lines to “saddle up quietly.” The men sprang to their feet, hurried their horses in from the herd and in a very few moments had completed the work and led into line, where they stood at their horses’ heads in anxious expectation. “Mount” was the next command, and swinging lightly into the saddle we moved out in column of files [single file], crossed the stream, regained the trail and were once more pushing ahead on our march. The darkness was intense. Canteens, sidelines and everything liable to make a noise had been carefully secured. Gen. Custer was well out in front with a force of expert trailers; the necessary changes of directions were from time to time indicated from the head of the column by the flickering light of a match, seen but for an instant. Scarcely a word was spoken, but every eye was peering to the front and every ear on alert for the slightest sound.

So we marched, hour after hour with only the briefest halts, and just as the first rosy tinges of approaching day began to light up the eastern sky, the command halted after a march of somewhere from ten to fifteen miles [see Appendix 4.14 for a more accurate depiction of this movement]. Pausing only long enough to slacken their saddle girths, and slip the bits from their horses’ mouths, the weary troopers threw themselves on the ground and were soon asleep. Just after daybreak the cooks undertook to prepare some coffee, but the water was so strongly alkaline [that] the attempt was abandoned, as the stuff was not fit to drink.

During our halt, Gen. Custer had pushed on to the point where Lieut. Varnum had spent a portion of the night of the 24th with the Indian scouts, and on his return he told the officers that the scouts had told him they could see the location of the village, some tepees and some ponies, but he (Custer) didn’t believe it; that he had looked through a field glass they had, and couldn’t see anything and didn’t believe they could. [the scouts did not really claim to have seen the camps, just indications that the camps were on the Little Horn].

Notwithstanding this, the scouts still maintained they had located the village in the valley of the Little Big Horn, distant perhaps twenty miles from where we then were. And I heard several officers of the command express the opinion that the Indians had seen, and could see, all they claimed [this is from his correspondence with Benteen].

About eight o’clock the command moved out and marched steadily and as the rough and broken condition of the country would admit, for perhaps two hours, when we found ourselves well sheltered in the ravines at the base of the divide. Here we halted and remained concealed for some little time, just how long I am not able to state. While here it was reported that one of the troopers had lost a pack during the night, and a detail sent back to recover it, had run across several Indians in the valley in our rear. This was at once reported to Gen. Custer; “officers call” was sounded and the several troop commanders ordered to make a detail of one non-commissioned officer and six enlisted men as an escort to the pack train, which was placed in charge of Lieut. Mathey. Just before we mounted the writer was ordered to report at once to Lieut. Cook, the regimental adjutant, and on reporting was ordered to keep as close to him as possible and be ready to perform any duty for which he might be needed.

Just previous to moving out, the regiment was divided into three battalions, one under Major Reno consisting of Troop “A,” Captain Moylan and Lieut. DeRudio; Troop “G,” Lieut. McIntosh and Lieut. Wallace [Wallace was acting topographical officer, and not with his troop]; and Troop “M,” under Capt. French. With this column was Lieut. Hodgson, acting battalion adjutant, and two surgeons, Dr. DeWolf and Dr. Porter.

Troop “D,” Capt. Weir and Lieut. Edgerly; Troop “H,” Capt. Benteen and Lieut. Gibson; Troop “K,” Lieut. Godfrey and Lieut. Hare [Hare was with the Indian scouts], were placed in command of Capt. Benteen. The last orders Capt. Benteen received came to him through the sergeant major of the regiment, and were in the substance as follows:

“If from the furthest line of bluffs you now see you cannot see the valley (no particular valley mentioned), you will keep on until you come to a valley (or perhaps the valley), pitch into anything you come across and notify me at once.” [This is also from Benteen – see Chapter 1]

Troop “B,” Capt. McDougall, was detailed as rear guard. Troop “C,” Capt. Custer and Lieut. Harrington; Troop “E” Lieuts. Smith and Sturgis; Troop “F,” Capt. Yates and Lieut. Reilley, Troop “L” Lieuts. Calhoun and Crittendon; and Troop “I” Capt. Keogh and Lieut. Porter, were commanded by Gen. Custer in person. This assignment was made while we were yet some twelve or fifteen miles from the village [see Chapter 2].

Major Reno was ordered to draw out of the column and continue the march along the trail, and in doing so marched for some distance parallel with and only a short distance from the column under Gen. Custer.

A ride of several miles, a climb up the almost perpendicular sides of a towering bluff [this is erroneous], and we came out on the edge of a rolling prairie, undulating away for several miles to the foot of a range of bluffs bordering on a stream which we afterward learned was the Littler Big Horn. Away over to the left we could get an occasional glimpse of Capt. Benteen’s battalion, moving rapidly across the broken country to the southward, trying their best to carry out the orders they had received [Benteen was not in sight and Goldin is trying to show Benteen in the best possible light].

Soon after striking the edge of the prairie, a heavy dust cloud was discovered moving down the valley of the stream, and evidently on the opposite side. As soon as this was noticed Major Reno was ordered to move forward as rapidly as possible until he came up with the Indians, when he was to charge them and drive everything before him. With a rousing cheer the men of the three troops settled themselves in the saddle and galloped rapid down the trail.

For some distance, perhaps a couple of miles or more, Gen. Custer with his column followed the same general direction taken by Major Reno, but finally swung off to the northward. Just after this change of direction, Gen. Custer rode up to the head of the column and called out to the captain of the advance troop, “Keogh, those Indians are running, if we can keep them at it we can afford to sacrifice half the horses in the regiment.” This remark served to firmly fix in my mind the idea that Gen. Custer intended to convey the idea that the Indians had discovered our approach and were seeking safety in flight [see Chapter 3 - Keogh was not with the command when it turned north and the turn north was made much more quickly than indicated by Goldin].

Very shortly after our column headed toward the northward, I received a hurriedly scrawled order from the hands of Lieut. Cook, with the order, “Deliver that to Major Reno, remain with his column until a junction is effected, then report to me at once.”

A moment later I saw the rear of our column go sweeping by, thundering on down the valley. Not at all in love with my position I delayed only long enough to drop a cartridge into the chamber of my carbine, draw my revolver around within easy reach, and then touching my horse lightly with the spurs I struck out to overtake Major Reno, then perhaps a mile away. I overtook his command just after they had reached the west bank of the river and under the shelter of the bluffs were readjusting their saddles and allowing their tired horses a moment’s breathing spell. I at once delivered my message to Major Reno, he read it hurriedly, asked me where I had left Gen. Custer and handed the message to Lieut. Hodgson and walked away. I did not read the message save the last three or four words, which were, “We’ll soon be with you.”

In a very short time Major Reno reformed his battalion and moved on down the valley with two troops in line of battle, the third troop being held in reserve. When half-way to the point where we finally halted the third troop was brought up on the line and we moved forward again, first at a trot, and then at a gallop, covering a distance of perhaps two miles. We were then dismounted and prepared to fight on foot. Instead of finding the village on the run, as we had been led to expect while with the other column, we saw stretching out before us an immense village of tepees and wickyups, the lower end of which was lost to sight down the valley. We could see there was intense excitement in the upper end of the village, and it was only a few moments when considerable bodies of Indians appeared in our vicinity, and the fight soon became general all along the line [for the actual events of this fight, see Chapter 5].

Soon after we dismounted, some one on our left called out, “There’s Custer on the bluffs.” Looking up I saw him, but only for an instant, as he raised his hat and rode out of sight [Goldin apparently saw everything of interest, if he were not already doing it]. The Indians in our vicinity made a determined resistance to our advance toward their village and soon made a determined advance on our right flank, as we faced up the valley, stampeded our Cree [Ree] scouts and were soon making vigorous efforts to stampede our led horses. Soon after this the skirmish line was drawn into the timber, followed by the horses [the horses were already in the timber]. Here we renewed the fight, remaining in this position possibly twenty- five minutes. All at once we noticed a commotion over toward the left, and could see that some of the men had left the skirmish line and were moving toward our horses; this was brought to the attention of Lieut. Wallace, who called to Capt. French, who was in command of the center troop and only a short distance away, asking what it meant. Capt. French replied that he did not know, as no orders had been received by him. A few moments later he called to the lieutenant, saying, “Wallace, I understand they are going to charge!” We thought this a strange proceeding inasmuch as no general understanding of the move or its purpose seemed to exist among the officers, and in view of the further fact that our position seemed an excellent one.

We were protected in our front by a bank of considerable height and some small timber, while in our rear was the heavy timber and the river, furnishing us both shelter and water. A few moments later Lieut. McIntosh ordered us to get our horses, and those of us still fortunate enough to possess one lost no time in obeying the order; but there were some dozen or fifteen of our men whose horses had been killed, severely wounded or stampeded, these men were left behind to struggle for their lives as best they could. It is said that one of the officers, just as we commenced the retreat, discovered a guidon, abandoned by some one in the command, and dismounted to recover it and in the attempt lost his horse and was left behind. I cannot vouch for the truth of this statement, but I do know that this officer did not succeed in reaching the command until late the next night [this was DeRudio].

In the hurry of mounting, Lieut. McIntosh took a sorrel horse belonging to trooper McCormick, his own horse either having been shot or stampeded [the horse was offered to McIntosh]. Soon after we left the timber, I noticed that his lariat was dragging its full length; several of the men near him tried to call his attention to it, but he did not seem to hear them, and the next I saw, his horse was on his knees and the lieutenant was rolling on the ground several feet in front of him. I thought then, and still think, his horse was thrown either by another horse stepping on the dragging lariat, or else by the picket pin catching on a sage brush or some other obstruction. So far as we know he never regained his feet as later we found the body apparently at the point where he stopped rolling.

Well out to the front on this gallant (?) charge, we could see Major Reno, closely followed by the leading troop commander [Moylan], both seeming to do their level best to put as much distance between themselves and the Indians, a proceeding none of us were at all slow in imitating. It was currently reported at the time, that Major Reno, after exhausting the shots from his revolver, threw the weapon away. I know this to be a mistake, however, as that identical weapon is now in the possession of a former officer of the regiment [Benteen said that he loaned a revolver to Reno, and that he had it still – refer to B4.19].

My own horse, a big rawboned sorrel, formerly ridden by Lieut. Aspinwall [Goldin claimed to have been a confidant of Aspinwall, who left the regiment a few years before Goldin enlisted], and with a first class record as a runner was doing his level best, but just as we were in sight of the ford, down he went, pitching me over his head very unceremoniously. Luckily, I was on the side of the column nearest the timber, and scrambling to my feet, but little the worse for my involuntary circus performance, I proceeded to obey to the letter the order “run for the brush” shouted at me by Lieut. Wallace as he passed by, and I was soon burrowing my way out of sight under a pile of drift wood. In the meantime, the “charge” had developed into a very respectable “go as you please” race. The officers were utterly powerless to check the mad rush; the Indians were crowding in on their flanks, and from where I was hidden I saw several of our men pulled from their saddles and cruelly butchered. Notwithstanding the general panic, the men did not cease the fight, and carbines and revolvers did splendid execution.

As the head of the column reached the river bank the foremost men urged their horses into the stream and forced them, staggering and stumbling, toward the opposite shore.

Here it was that gallant “Benny” Hodgson, the battalion adjutant, was killed. I saw him for the first time just as his horse leaped from the bank. The animal seemed to have been wounded, as he stumbled, fell, rolled and struggled for a few moments and seemed unable to regain his feet. The plucky little officer cleared himself from the stirrups, and with rare presence of mind grasped the stirrup strap of the nearest trooper, and with this aid floundered across the stream and out upon the opposite side.

The trooper dared not stop, but, while in motion, strove to assist the lieutenant to clamber up behind him. Twice he tried but failed. A third attempt [was] almost successful, when with a cry of pain, the gallant trooper relaxed his hold, reeled for a moment in the saddle and fell heavily to the ground For just an instant Lieut. Hodgson lay where he fell, then struggled to his feet, and I could plainly see that he too was either wounded or badly hurt in some way, but with revolver in hand he staggered forward again -staggered forward a few steps more, fell again-crawled on his hands and knees for a few yards, then desperately turned and faced his pursuers; a shot or two from his revolver, a merciless volley from the savages, and he fell back dead, more sacrifice to the mistaken Indian policy that so long disgraced our government.

In the meantime the remainder of the little battalion had scrambled up the steep hillside as best they could, Dr. DeWolf being killed when half way up the hill.

As it was afterwards reported, the loss in Major Reno’s command up to this time, was three officers and some thirty men killed, and nearly as many, more or less severely wounded, and one officer and some eighteen men missing.

From my hiding place I could see the Indians moving about the valley, along the line of our retreat, shooting arrows into our wounded and otherwise cruelly torturing them, or crushing their skulls with stone hammers.

A short time after this I noticed a considerable commotion among the Indians in the vicinity of the upper end of the village, large numbers of them hastily mounting up and galloping down the valley in a state of great excitement; a few moments later, after setting fire to the grass in the river bottom, the remainder departed in the same direction. Almost immediately after this I heard firing over toward the northeast; at first it was almost incessant, with once in a while something that sounded like a volley, and seemed to be drawing nearer to the village; but in a short time it slackened perceptibly; then increased again for a few moments; then became more scattered and sounded further away.

Up to the time the Indians moved down the valley, I could hear considerable firing on the bluffs in the direction taken by Major Reno’s command, but with the departure of the Indians from the valley this slackened very considerably, although there were occasional shots.

After hugging my pile of drift wood very closely for some time, I saw what looked like a chance to get out of the river bottom by working over toward the right, and made the start, but just as I crept out of my shelter, Capt. Benteen’s battalion appeared on the bluffs moving rapidly northward, and big Sergt. Flannigan of “D” Troop, took a long range shot at me, which brought about the display of a very dirty pocket handkerchief on the end of my carbine barrel in the shortest possible order. With this as a sort of protection, I pushed ahead and forded the river, made my way up the steep hillside with the assistance at Half Yellow Face, one of our Crow scouts, and soon found myself in the midst of Reno’s command.

Even after I reached the command, we could still heat scattering shots down the river, but nothing indicating heavy firing; that had practically ceased before I came out of the river bottom [see Chapter 6 for the events on the hill during this time].

Soon after my arrival, I learned that Capt. Benteen’s battalion obedient to the last orders received from Gen. Custer, obliqued off to the left of the trail for several miles, and soon found themselves in a section of country so rough that even an Indian would not travel over it unless forced to. Seeing no possibility of finding Indians, Capt. Benteen finally moved back obliquely in the direction of the trail, striking it somewhat in advance of the rear guard and. pack train, and after watering his horses pushed forward in the direction of the river. Hearing the firing on the bluffs in the vicinity of Reno’s command, he headed down the river and came up with Reno in time to render him valuable assistance, and materially aid in restoring the confidence of the men in the stampeded command. A short time after I reached them, some one over near the edge of the bluffs called out “There’s a white flag down near the edge of the timber, coming this way.” Sure enough, creeping along under the edge of the timber and at times concealed by the eddying smoke rolling up from the burning valley, we saw fully a dozen men, with a white flag at their head. At the risk of his life Lieut. Hare crept down to a point of bluffs overhanging the river and signaled to them to “come on,” remaining there until the entire party under the lead of Herndon [George Herendeen], one of our scouts, had crossed the river [see Appendix 3.42, in which he claims to have met Herendeen in the bottom].

Just as we were congratulating them upon their successful escape, the pack train came trotting into the corral, followed a few moments later by Capt. McDougall with the rear guard; they reported having had a running fight with quite a body of Indians, but came through with the loss of a single pack animal [there was no running fight].

Soon after the pack train arrived I walked over toward the edge of the bluffs with Lieut. Wallace, trying to point out to him the location of the body of Lieut. McIntosh. Near where we were standing quite a group of officers had gathered and stood looking down into the valley, talking earnestly together. Just who made up this party I am not certain, but as I now recollect it, Maj. Reno, Capt. French, Capt. Weir, Capt. McDougall, and possibly some of the other officers were in the group. While Lieut. Wallace and I were still talking, Capt. Weir hastily left the group, and as he passed us I heard him say something like “By God if you don’t go I will, and if we live to get out of here, somebody shall know of this.” To whom he addressed his remarks, or the particular occasion for them, I never learned as I never heard the matter mentioned after that.

A few moments after this I saw Capt. Weir mount his horse and move rapidly down the river, toward a high bluff that hid our view of the valley to the northward, followed by Lieut. Edgerly, with “D” Troop. This move on the part of Capt. Weir was, as I afterward learned, unauthorized by his battalion commander, and came very near costing us the lives of Lieut. Edgerly and the whole troop. Just as soon as the news of this move came to the knowledge of Capt. Benteen, he mounted the two remaining troops of his battalion, and accompanied by Capt. French, with “M” Troop and detachments from other troops of the command, moved out toward the high point of bluffs, behind which Capt. Weir and his troop had already disappeared [there were no detachments from other troops – but this allows Goldin to put himself ahead with the troops who did go].

After Capt. Benteen and his command moved out, Maj. Reno had his trumpeter repeatedly sound the halt [according to Benteen] but no attention was paid to it by the advancing column, which continued its forward move in column of fours, until they reached the high point above referred to. Here we had a fair view of quite a portion of the Indian village, though, as we afterward discovered, only a portion of it was visible from this point; but as it was, we saw enough to fully convince us, as one of the officers expressed it, that we had “bitten off all we could comfortably chew, this trip.”

On reaching this high point, Capt. Benteen ordered the guidon of his troop stuck up on the hill, thinking as he said, that the fluttering of the guidon might attract the attention of Custer’s command, if any of them were in sight. He also directed Capt. French to put his troop in line on a bluff near at hand, running at right angles to the river, saying that possibly the massing of a line on top of the bluffs might catch the eyes of the other column.

While this movement was being executed, Major Reno came up [Reno never reached Weir Point], and a few moments later “D” Troop came in sight, moving rapidly up a ravine in our front, followed a moment later by hordes of howling Indians. Quick to see that unless something was speedily done, Capt. Weir’s retreat might precipitate a second stampede, Benteen ordered Capt. French to dismount his troop, keep his dismounted men on the bluff, send his led horses to the rear; let Capt. Weir’s troop through, then slowly fall back with his dismounted men, winding up by saying “I’ll tell you more when I find out myself [this is all a fantasy, written to make Benteen, who did not stay long enough to give any such orders, look good for posterity].” As it seemed to me, instead of fully obeying these orders, Capt. French only held on long enough to let Capt. Weir through, and then the line seemed to break slightly and fall back, the men on the run. Seeing this, Capt. Benteen directed Lieut. Godfrey with his troop to take position at once and drive the Indians back, and then fall back on the main body. This Lieut. Godfrey did, and after checking the advance of the enemy, by the aid of part of Captain Weir’s troop and some of the dismounted men, he gradually fell back [more fantasy]. In the meantime the remainder of the command, under the direction of Captain Benteen, most of them dismounted and leading their horses, were slowly falling back, firing whenever they saw a chance, searching for a tenable spot on which to form their line for defense [and still more]. In the meantime the Indians were rapidly increasing in numbers and aggressiveness. Word was sent to Lieut. Godfrey to hold his place for a little while and all would be well.

Seeing that further retreat was useless, Capt. Benteen turned to the nearest officer, who happened to be Lieut. Wallace, saying; “Wallace, put your troop, the right here, facing the Indians.” Lieut. Wallace grimly replied: “I have no troop, only two men.” Benteen replied, laughingly, “then put yourself and your two there, and don’t let any of them get away - I’ll look out for you.” This was the nucleus of our final line of defense, Lieut. Wallace for the time holding the right of the line. As fast as possible Capt. Benteen deployed the troops as they arrived, around the arc of a circle; and in the meantime Major Reno had undertaken a similar work on the other flank, though, so far as I have ever been able to ascertain, there was no previous understanding as to what was to be done. My own troop, or what was left of it, several of the men having joined us in the meantime, was stationed on the open ground near the top of the ridge to the northward of the point where the corral and hospital were later established [Goldin’s own troop was in fact G, which supposedly had only two men with Wallace]. We had no shelter save the inequalities of the ground and an occasional sage brush. Capt. French was on our right; next to him was Lieut. Godfrey, with Capt. Weir on his right, Capt. Moylan’s troop being on the extreme right facing northward, while on our left and stretching out toward the river was Capt. McDougall with “B” Troop. Just in rear of our position ran a shallow ravine leading down to the north, or northeast, here the hospital and corral were established, and on top of a knoll some little distance south of this ravine, Capt. Benteen had posted his own troop. In his immediate front there was a network of coulees and ravines, leading away in all directions, making his position one of great importance, and perhaps the most dangerous one on the field, though the Lord knows any of them seemed dangerous enough.

While Capt. Benteen was forming the lines and locating the corral, it is said that he personally rounded up and returned two pack mules, each loaded with 2,000 rounds of ammunition, they having been allowed to stray away, and when discovered were making a bee line for the river. I did not see this myself, but do know that later on Capt. Benteen gave one officer of the regiment a pretty thorough “dressing down” for this neglect of duty, in the presence of other officers and enlisted men of the regiment [the only mule carrying ammunition which got away for a time was taken in hand by Sergeant Richard Hanley, not by Benteen. Goldin is again lionizing his “hero” from whom he wanted a recommendation for a Medal of Honor, to which he might or might not have been entitled].

During the time we were forming our lines, and until quite a little after darkness settled over the valley, the Indians kept up an almost incessant fire on us, all along our front, but they finally drew off toward the river in the direction of the village, and all night long we could see the glare of the huge fires blazing in the valley; and hear the howlings and screechings of the painted demons.

Shortly after the firing ceased, the position of the several troops on our part of the line was somewhat changed, Capt. Moylan’s troop was thrown across the shallow ravine to the left and rear of the pack mules and horses, and facing up the river, and the other troops were drawn in closer to the corral, Capt. Benteen’s troop alone remaining in its original position.

As soon as this change was made, we began entrenching ourselves and preparing for a renewal of the struggle on the morrow. For this work we called into use tin cups, tin plates, frying pans, hunting knives, hands, what few shovels and spades we could find, and in fact anything with which we could dig and throw dirt, and it goes without saying that the half-dozen fellows lucky enough to secure a spade or a shovel, were more envied than a Gould or a Vanderbilt.

During the early part of the night, quite a number of the officers were gathered near Major Reno’s “dug out” talking over the situation, and, in the course of this talk, Major Reno advanced the idea of abandoning the wounded and dismounted men, and skipping out with all who could ride, but for the honor of the old regiment let it be said that it took less than a minute to effectively “sit down” on that cowardly suggestion [note that Goldin denied ever hearing of this story during his correspondence with a group of pro-Reno men, to whom he was attempting to sell his copies of the Benteen-Goldin letters, and in which endeavor he was successful].

Prettily thoroughly tired out, we abandoned our digging a short time before day break, and as we lay there in the dim, misty light and looked into the determined faces near us, we could see nothing but a grim purpose to fight to the death, and I found myself wondering how many of us would be able to answer roll call by another sunset.

Just about daybreak, the enemy opened fire upon us from all sides, and as it grew lighter we could see their lines being strengthened by howling contingents from the villages. Over to the south, Capt. Benteen in his exposed position, was bearing the brunt of the attack from the south, and in fact from two or three directions, and the wounded came drifting in from his lines with alarming frequency [Benteen had failed to entrench his company during the night, when everyone else was doing so]. Benteen stood it just as long as he could and then hunted up Major Reno and demanded re-enforcements. After some delay and a vigorous use of plain Anglo-Saxon, he succeeded in getting M Troop under Capt. French sent over to the south side, and located them, facing up the river, along the southerly side of the ravine, and between McDougal’s left and the hill occupied by his own troop, and shortly after this we saw Benteen’s command make a fierce charge on the Indians, driving them back some distance. After this, for a short time, there was a cessation in the firing, but we could see the enemy massing to the north and northwest of us in a considerable force, and a few moments later, Capt. Benteen came over on our side of the line, and we were ordered to prepare for a charge. It has been said this order was issued by Major Reno, it may be that the original direction was given by him, but I know that Major Reno did not give the order to advance; that was given by Capt. Benteen, who only stood a few feet from me. Our only preparations were to shove a cartridge into our carbines, take a hitch in our trousers, sailor fashion, and when we received the word we tumbled out of our rifle pits with a yell that could have been heard for miles, and proceeded to go for those Indians in a manner not wholly to their liking, for they broke and ran in great disorder almost at our first fire. We advanced on them perhaps a hundred yards or so, and then hurried back to our shelter [this advance covered about fifty yards, and Reno accompanied the troops. He also ordered the return to the lines. Both this charge, and the one earlier led by Benteen accomplished little if anything, except perhaps to boost the morale of the men, which might well have been the intention].

Just before this charge, mounted Indians rode up almost within rifle shot of us, wearing the uniforms of members of Custer’s command, and waving in their hands guidons and battle flags taken from Custer all the time taunting us in the most offensive manner [this sounds very dramatic until one recalls that “within rifle shot” meant somewhere within a half a mile].

Soon after we returned to our rifle pits, word came from the hospital that the wounded were begging for water. In fact the whole command was suffering, as many of the men had not tasted water since our first halt on the night of the 24th, except as it might have been some of the alkali stuff where we halted and attempted to make coffee on the morning of the 25th. It didn’t take long to organize a party of volunteers, and Capt. Benteen sent us word that there was a ravine just to the west of his position which seemed to offer us a chance to reach the river without discovery, provided we could once gain its shelter. Each man gathered up as many canteens as he thought he could carry, some one brought along a camp kettle to dip the water with, and loading our carbines we crept well up to the top of the ridge near the head of the ravine and watched our chance to slip over. A moment later some one called out,” now’s the time, men, skip.” And we did skip, with a vengeance, and in a moment were practically safe under cover in the ravine. Just as we were congratulating ourselves that for the present at least we were reasonably safe, little Campbell of “G” Troop, (now quartermaster sergeant at Jefferson Barracks, Mo., and severely wounded in the fight at Wounded Knee, Dec. 29, 1890), dropped his carbine and canteens and executed a very commendable “ghost dance” among the sage brush. A hasty examination revealed the fact that he had been shot in the shoulder. Picking up his carbine the plucky little fellow bade us never mind him, and made his way back to the corral alone. The balance of the party crept on down the ravine to the river, where it was decided that the best and safest plan would be to make a dash from behind a sheltering bluff, fill the camp kettle and rush back, and then fill the canteens at our leisure. If discovered, we would of course be liable to be fired upon from three directions, up, down, across the river, but the detail was after water, and meant to have it, so seizing the camp kettle two or three men made a dash for the river, filled their kettle and scurried back in safety with nearly water enough to fill a third of the canteens. Two others tried it with equally good success, and a third dash was made, but this time several shots were fired, which whistled uncomfortably close to their heads. Concealing the camp kettle in the brush, the detail got out of there as rapidly as possible, hastily making its way back to the corral, where they divided the supply of water between the wounded in the hospital and the panting men on the skirmish line.

Later in the day a second attempt was made, and on reaching the river the same tactics were employed. The first pair to try the rush regained shelter in safety, although a few shots were fired at them. After the kettle was emptied, Mike Madden, of “K Troop, and a man whose name I did not get, made the attempt. They succeeded in filling their kettle and were almost under cover when some Indians in the trees on the opposite side of the river fired upon them, and Madden fell, loosing his hold on the kettle which his partner brought under cover in safety. Two of the detail sprang forward, and at the risk of their lives pulled Madden behind the sheltering bluff; his leg was badly shattered below the knee and he insisted on his companions leaving him, and seeking safety in flight, as the Indians would doubtless be over in a few moments.

It goes without saying that there was a prompt refusal to listen to any such plan as this, and after much hard work, and a great deal of suffering on the part of poor Madden, they succeeded in getting him to the hospital [there is evidence that Madden was indeed left behind, and stood his ground until rescued later on]. Poor “Mike, “He won the chevrons of a sergeant, but they cost him his good right leg.” [And he never was awarded the Medal of Honor, as most of the men in water parties were]. This was the last attempt to get water, and notwithstanding the supply we had secured on the two trips, many of our men suffered quite severely, and it was not until quite late in the afternoon that we succeeded in securing anywhere near an adequate supply.

Somewhere about four o’clock the firing practically ceased, and it was reported that there was a big commotion in the Village.

About five o’clock the Indians again fired the river bottom, and about half past six the whole Indian outfit moved southward up the valley of the stream, but just out of rifle range of our position. The immense cavalcade spread clear across to the western side of the valley, a solid mass of horses, ponies, “travois” and mounted men, women and children. Our men forsook the shelter of their rifle pits and clustered on the knolls bordering on the river, exchanging an occasional shot with the few Indians still hovering around our lines. The Indians kept on up the valley for several miles, finally disappearing behind the distant bluffs, but as long as it was light, we could see their watchful scouts on the distant hill tops. Our men at once set about ministering to the comfort of the wounded and caring for their horses. These, together with the pack mules, were led down to the water, and an ample supply of that necessary article was brought up for the command. A new position was selected [to get away from the stench of the dead horses and mules], and after a hurried supper we proceeded to dig new rifle pits and prepare for a general siege. As soon as these were completed, those of us fortunate enough to escape being on guard, rolled ourselves in our blankets and slept soundly for the first time since the night of the 23d.

The following morning, for the first time in sixty hours, we refreshed ourselves with plenty of good hot coffee, and fried our bacon and hardtack with no sense of immediate hurry or danger.

Soon after breakfast a number of the men forded the river and scattered out over the line of Major Reno’s retreat, some of them even going down as far as the location of the village of the Uncpapas, the southernmost village of the hostiles. We had only been there a short time when we heard the bugles sounding the “recall” from the rifle pits, and it can be imagined we made some lively moves in that direction. When we reached there we found our men anxiously watching a big dust cloud advancing up the valley from the direction of the mouth of the river, and in an hour we knew it to be the command of Gen. Terry and Gen. Gibbon, and from them we learned that Gen. Custer and his whole command had undoubtedly been “wiped out.”

The new column went into camp in the river bottom, and the day was spent in rigging up stretchers and travois for our wounded, and in the afternoon we carried them across the river into the shade of the timber, our fighting force spending the night in our rifle pits on the bluffs.

On the morning of the 28th we burned and destroyed all property for which we lacked transportation, killed all horses and mules unavailable for immediate use, and as soon as this was completed, we mounted, and moved down the valley to the scene of Gen. Custer’s fight, where we spent the forenoon in burying the dead. This completed, we went into camp on the river bottom near the Second cavalry, where we remained until evening, when we moved, with our wounded, toward the mouth of the Little Big Horn, where the steamer Far West was waiting to receive the wounded. We reached this point sometime in the night of the 29th and our wounded were hurried on board, and gallant Grant Marsh, her captain, had started on his long run toward the old home post, where he arrived on the night of July 4th bringing to the widowed and fatherless the first news of that awful slaughter.

As to any history connected with the final struggle of the command under Gen. Custer, we are to a great extent compelled to rely on the statements of Indians who were in the hostile camp, coupled with such facts and theories as became apparent in a somewhat hurried trip over the battle field.

This, however, I do know, that after separating from Major Reno, or rather after branching off the trail followed by Reno’s command, Gen. Custer’s trail followed the general direction of the river for a considerable distance, in fact until nearly opposite the position occupied by Major Reno after his retreat. At this point the trail bore away from the river into the broken country to the north and east until it reached a high hill or divide, this brought the command some two miles from the village, and fully a mile and a half from the river at its nearest point. Here the trail turned abruptly westward, and as I gathered from the talk of Sergeant Martin, later in the summer, it was at or near this point that he started back on his perilous ride to find Benteen with the packs and deliver to him the last order ever received from Custer to “come on quick and bring packs.” Notwithstanding all claims to the contrary, every officer and enlisted man in the regiment who survived that fight, knows that Martin was the last white man, if not the last living person to leave Custer’s column and get through to our column alive. All others are mere pretenders [for details, see Chapter 3].

For some years it was the generally accepted theory that one “Curley,” a Crow scout, succeeded in leaving Custer at or about the time he formed his lines for the last stand on the point of the bluffs. But many of us who were in the fight have always been inclined to question the truth of this statement. However, Curley did join Gen. Terry’s column, and if the statements of officers and men in that command are to be relied upon, we was about the worst scared Indian ever seen in the northwest.

Judging largely from appearances, it was near the point where the trail turned westward, that the Indians made their first determined attack on the battalion, as from there to the point of bluffs where we found and buried the body of Gen. Custer, a distance of considerably over a mile, there was ample evidence of the hardest kind of fighting. On the top of the ridge, distant possibly half a mile from the point where the trail changed direction, we found the dead of “L” and “I” Troops, and still further to the west, perhaps a quarter of a mile, we found some of the men of “E” Troop. The indications were that Gen. Custer with the two remaining troops, “C” and “F,” had moved forward a little distance and taken position on and around the knoll at the point of this divide, as it was here we found most of their men; it also appeared to us that Lieut. Smith and some of the men of his troop, sometime during the engagement, had endeavored to change their position, as we found the body of the Lieutenant on the hillside, not a great way from that of Gen. Custer, while in a ravine leading from Gen. Custer’s position, down toward the river, we found a number of bodies of men and horses, and knew that some of the men must have belonged to “E” Troop by the color of their horses, “E” being the gray horse troop. But just how and when they got there we have never been able to determine.

Another thing which caused considerable comment at that time was the fact that so few dead horses were found on the battle field. On and around the knoll where Gen. Custer made his final stand were perhaps half a dozen, evidently shot for breastworks. In the ravine above mentioned were perhaps a dozen or fifteen more. These, with perhaps fifteen or twenty lying in various parts of the field, were all we saw. It was talked of considerably at the time, and the conclusion we reached was that the Indians must have stampeded the horses while the men were fighting on foot, and if so, had undoubtedly deprived the men of a considerable share of their ammunition, as it was the common practice throughout the regiment to carry all ammunition, except enough to fill our belts, in our saddle pockets.

Another thing that surprised us at the time was the fact that the attack on Gen. Custer’s column came not from the direction of the villages, but from the northward and eastward, making it evident to us that one of the first moves the enemy had made had been to cut off all chances of a retreat along the trail, or of breaking out and escaping to the northward down the valley in the direction of the Big Horn. This seemed to us a reasonable theory, as the same tactics had been adopted by the Indians on the 25th when we went into the river bottom, the Indians crowding past our flanks, and coming in on the trail behind us.

In going over the battle ground we found but very few bodies between the ridge and the river, and these were evidently men who had sought to escape and been cut off and killed by parties moving out from the villages to participate in the fight.

The official reports show that some 215 bodies were buried on or near the scene of Gen. Custer’s struggle, and there were doubtless a considerable number who were never found. In fact, it was only during the summer of 1891 [that] I learned through an officer of the Third U.S infantry, that a skeleton was found near the scene of the battle and identified as that of Dr. Lord, the medical officer with Gen. Custer’s column [see Chapter 7 for details of the actions on and around Custer field].

As we moved about from place to place, performing the last sad offices for gallant officers and loved comrades, the campaign and its results were freely discussed among both officers and men. It seemed to be the general idea that there were at least four causes tending to bring about this sad result, named and discussed in the order of their happening, if not of their importance, they were as follows:

1. Arriving in the presence of the enemy fully twenty-four hours in advance of the time indicated by Gen. Terry [there was no time indicated by General Terry].

2. Failure to give due consideration to the report of the scouts as to the location of the village on the morning of the 25th [the scouts could not definitely fix the location].

3. The division of the regiment into practically four separate and distinct commands, before anything was certainly known as to the location of the village or the Indians, without some arrangement whereby at least two of the four detachments should, at all times, be in supporting distance of one another [actually, the battalions were, for the most part, within supporting distance, although the distance between them did increase as time wore on. The principal reasons for the defeat were the unexpected cohesion of the warriors, their willingness to stand up to the troopers and the sheer magnitude of their numbers].

4. Major Reno’s disastrous retreat from the river bottom before Gen. Custer had time to engage the enemy [in fact, Custer was almost engaged when Reno departed from the valley].

The instructions issued to Gen. Custer at the mouth of the Rosebud, among other things said:

“Should it (the trail) be found, as it appears almost certain that it will be found, to turn towards the Little Big Horn, he (Gen. Terry) thinks you should still proceed southward, perhaps as far, as the headwaters of the Tongue, and then turn toward the Little Big Horn.”

Our command did not go as far as the headwaters of the Tongue. On the contrary, we scarcely deviated from the trail of the hostiles, from the time we struck it near [on] the Rosebud until the squadrons of Gen. Custer and Major Reno separated in the valley on the forenoon of the 25th.

It is very true the orders were not peremptory, but had we followed the plan outlined by the department commander, and proceeded southward as far as the point indicated, we would have arrived in front of the enemy to the south about the time Gen. Gibbon reached a similar position to the northward, and in all probability would have discovered the trail of the large body of hostiles which led in from the southward, and which we did not discover until after the battle was over. What the result of this might have been is of course largely speculative [true].

As has been said, the approximate location of the village had been reported early in the morning of the 25th by our scouts, and it was a fact known to officers of the regiment, as well as to many of the enlisted men, that Mitch Bouyer, the half-breed interpreter and guide accompanying the Crow scouts, informed Gen. Custer that he would find more Indians at the point where the scouts had located the village, than he would care to handle with the force he then had; and it was equally well-known that the reply was, that he didn’t believe there were any Indians at the point indicated by the scouts, and that the command was then pushed ahead without any further investigation [actually, it has been stated that Custer did not believe the scouts could see anything, which leads one to wonder exactly what he was doing when he rode down Ash Creek].

It has always been generally conceded by military men that when Gen. Custer found himself in the immediate presence of the enemy, there was but one course open to him, and that was to attack at once; but it was freely said that the plan of dividing a command of 700 men into four distinct columns and sending them out on widely diverging trails, while yet twelve or fifteen miles distant from the point where the Indians had already been located with reasonable certainty, and this too without any arrangement for supporting either of the columns in case of a sudden attack, was not the best possible military policy [the trails were not widely diverging – Reno and Custer were riding side by side, with the creek in between them, and the packs were following behind].

Take for instance the orders issued to Capt. Benteen “If from the furthest line of bluffs you now see you cannot see the valley, keep on until you come to a (the) valley. Pitch into anything you may come across and notify me at once.”

In talking over these orders, one of our officers propounded the question “Suppose Capt. Benteen had found up that valley what Maj. Reno and Gen. Custer found lower down the river, and even supposing he had succeeded in getting word through to Gen. Custer, how in the name of common sense would Gen. Custer ever get back there in time to keep Benteen’s battalion from being ‘chewed up’ by the combined force of the Indians?” [This is directly from Benteen’s correspondence with Goldin, and is Benteen’s version of events and orders – see Chapter 1 for a correct version].

It was also said that had Major Reno kept his head and maintained his position in the river bottom, there was little doubt but that the battalion of Capt. Benteen, together with the pack train, could have forced their way through to him, and enabled him to divide the forces of the enemy, and in this way materially aid in saving Custer’s command from entire annihilation, as with these two commands menacing the village from opposite directions, the chances were largely in favor of the Indians moving out and leaving us in possession of the field [this is idle speculation].

It has always seemed to me that the division of our command, made at the time it was, was the main cause of our defeat. Under ordinary circumstances, a division of forces was perhaps a good Indian policy, but in this case such a division ought not to have been made until we were better informed as to the strength and disposition of the forces of the enemy.

As to the conduct of Major Reno, the less said the better. I think even the officers of our own regiment would hardly deny now that he was scientifically “whitewashed” in the second paragraph of the finding of the Chicago Court of Inquiry, as published in General Orders, NO. 17, Headquarters of the Army, A.G.O., Washington, D.C. March 11, 1879, a quotation from which is as follows:

“While subordinates in some instances did more for the safety of the command, by brilliant displays of courage, than did Major Reno, there was nothing in his conduct which requires animadversion from this court.”

THE GOLDIN LETTER TO BENTEEN

It was long thought that only the Benteen letters to Goldin had survived the rigors of time, but John Carroll found the letter from Goldin to Benteen which is reproduced below, and for that I am indebted to his research and doggedness.

Goldin used flattery and outright lies to inveigle Benteen into endorsing his application for a Medal of Honor. It must be borne in mind that Goldin was a lad of seventeen when he enlisted in the spring of 1876. He was discharged for a fraudulent enlistment in 1877, upon the application of his adoptive parents. He had never set eyes on Benteen until the latter arrived at Fort Lincoln from Fort Rice prior to the 1876 expedition; had never served in the south, etc., etc., etc.

Whatever his later career and it apparently was one of which to be proud, he was not a veteran of campaigning or anything else [see Appendix 3.42 in which his correspondence with various individuals is given to illustrate his varying accounts of incidents during the fights and in which a brief biography is given as well].

Having said that, I will not interrupt the letter with any additional commentary, as the glaring falsehoods contained therein should by now be evident to all. The correspondence with Benteen had been going on for some five years at the time of this letter. Benteen’s handwritten notes are shown as they appeared.

Janesville, Wis.

Jan. 6, 1896

My Dear General: -

Your welcome letter of Dec. 28th, reached me on time. I had no idea when I sent you the “photo” you would be able to recognize the face as one at all familiar to you. In the days when I “followed the guidon,” I was a beardless youth, scarce 20 when I “took on.”

As you will remember, “G” and “H” Troops were seldom if ever stationed together [Stationed at Hays, ‘69, ‘70 ‘71, before Goldin “took on” - F.W.B.], and only came in close contact when we were in the field. While, as you say, we have been side by side many times, there was no particular occasion when it would have been apt to impress itself on your mind, as deeply as on my own. In the early days of my enlistment, the whole thing was so entirely new to me as to absorb all my time and attention in “getting experience,” so that my recollections of the officers of the regiment are not as clear as they were in later years. But from the time of our “Chilly” introduction to the Dakotas, at Yankton, it ‘73 [At which place we had terrible snow-blizzard lasting four days, with weather -55. - F.W.B.], there has been one face deeply fixed in my memory, and as I became better versed in the “ways we had in the army,” that face became so closely interwoven with what stood in my mind for “frontier soldering” in its broadest sense, as to be an ever-present memory to me even at this late day. Many faces have faded from my memory and I often have to think twice before I can recall the names of officers of the regiment who were as familiar as household words to me then. But in all that time this one face rises before me as clear cut as in the days when in patched pantaloons, ragged blouse, and generally disreputable attire, I answered to roll call as a fragment of the standing army of the United States. Even today, as I drop into reverie over my after dinner cigar, surrounded with all the comforts of life, I see a solid built, square shouldered captain of cavalry, clothed in a long tailed blue overcoat, with a wealth of snow white hair surmounting a face ruddy and youthful looking, stalking back and forth on a Montana hillside, inspiring his men in a fight for life, or charging down into the corral to spur into renewed activity a handful of stragglers. Again I see him as loaded down with canteens I passed him on my way to the river for water, making preparations to protect our descent, and I well remember how we felt that if there was safety anywhere in our attempt it was in front of that thin skirmish line. Time rolls along and I see that same face again, riding at the head of a little battalion, just sticking its head over the brow of a bill near Canyon Creek, M. T. Not a flag or a guidon was to be seen, but as we dashed across the prairie in a vain effort to head off the fleeing foe and retrieve the blunder of the other battalions, the guidon we followed was a fish pole, and underneath it was that same head of snow white hair.

I saw the face again as we dashed through a narrow canyon with the enemy pouring a galling but luckily harmless fire on our heads. Close behind that leader I clambered up the steep hill side only to find the enemy had disappeared. Down the other side I followed, and in some way, just how I do not know, I became a temporary orderly, and rode for a shot tine in rear of that same leader, and as the bullets spit into the dust around us, causing my horse to dance uneasily and my hair to assume the perpendicular, I saw that white head bared and that ruddy face tuned toward the foe in mocking salute as his head was courteously bowed. These and hundreds of other incidents have served to fix that face in my memory, so deep the time will never come, until I look my last on God’s sunlight, when it will be effaced.

Indeed General, the five years I served were far from being 1ost. I gained experience, self-reliance, and a knowledge of human nature invaluable to me, besides being permitted to participate in “making history.” If we are to consider the time from the stand point of dollars and cents, I am free to say I might have made more money, but the experience, the training, the adventures, were worth all they cost.

Between you and I General, we of the rank and file even didn’t have ranch to be proud of when we gazed upon the “field” of the old Seventh in ‘77. There wasn’t a genuine soldier in the lot. Simply a prize aggregation of “coffee coolers,” and I doubt whether any other regiment of “hoss” in the service could equal our array of “old women.” Yes indeed, we had reason to congratulate ourselves that when we left the mouth of the Mussle Shell we were prepared, so far as our leaders were concerned, to “soldier” and not dawdle along like a lot of “bug hunters.” By the way, your mention of Miles calls to mind a little squib I cut out of the Chicago Times-Herald the other day. You will appreciate it fully, so I enclose it herewith. Do you see the Journal of the Military Service Institution? If it does not come to you regularly, do not fail to get the Jan. number. Hughes of the Ins. Gen’s Department publishes some history there that I am surprised has not appeared long ere this. I have not read it carefully yet as mine just came this morning, but if I mistake not it comes pretty near covering the ground on some points.

It has been a mystery to me why Terry’s friends have held aloof so long with all that mass of evidence in their possession.

It absolutely confirms some things you and I know to be true, and goes a long way toward fortifying my position as outlined in my article published some time ago.

I was thinking and talking only the other day, General, about the time we spent in camp below Buford in the fall and winter of ‘77 [-55 again. - F.W.B.]. At that time I was with Dr. Paulding, and though I was discharged while in camp there, I continued with him until we reached Ft. Lincoln. But the time we spent at Buford was one of unalloyed pleasure for me. Paulding and Brewer were royal good fellows, and I was not overburdened with duty. Thank you very much, General, for your kindly expressed wish that you might have made the time easier for me. I never had a complaint to make. Aspinwall took me in hand after I “jined” and instilled into my mind the two prime requisites for a soldier: 1. Do whatever you are told to do and violate no regulation so that officer or non commissioned officer can get a hold on you. 2. When thrown in contact with officers, keep your place, never presume, and above all, don’t tell in the quarters what you may have learned on “officers row.” I profited by that advice with the exception of never violating a regulation, but as I was never caught at that it amounted to a non-violation, so that my whole enlistment was without a foundation for genuine faultfinding.

Of course scarcity of rations and some things of that kind, or a long ride with dispatches, or a scout when I didn’t feel like it was part of my experience, but I followed his first item of advice and did my swearing, if any, soto voce. Pardon this long letter, General, but I happened to be in a reminiscent mood today, and you are made the unhappy victim.

Yes, you sent me a “photo” of yourself and your son some time ago, and I would more than like to add to it one of Mrs. Benteen [Mrs. Benteen was known by the enlisted men of the 7th U. S. Cav., as the Mother of the Regiment, from the kindnesses shown to them, - and from fact of her son, Fred, being the first child born in Regt.- F.W.B.].

As ever, firmly your friend, Theo. W. Goldin

[CN] 3.42
 [CT] THEODORE W. GOLDIN: STORIES AS REFLECTED IN HIS CORRESPONDENCE FROM 1904 TO 1934

Theodore W. Goldin was not only one of the most interesting and enigmatic characters involved in the fights on the Little Horn, he was also one of the most ubiquitous. Apparently, that is to say according to himself, he was everywhere, saw and heard almost everything of interest or importance and recorded most of it for posterity. Of course, the substance of much of what he had to say depended upon the time he wrote or stated it, as you will see from the following excerpts from his voluminous correspondence with several persons.

Goldin was a private in G Company, assigned to HQ as a clerk. He was seventeen years old at the time of the battle, had been in the army only two and a half months and yet he would have us believe that officers of the regiment routinely unburdened themselves to him, allowed him to be privy to their conversations, or entrusted him with the most confidential or important tasks and information.

It should be noted that Goldin’s most famous correspondence was with the retired Frederick Benteen. Unfortunately, only the Benteen letters survive, with one exception, so it is not possible to know what Goldin told Benteen, although one might read between some of the lines and make some very general speculations. The handiest source for the complete Benteen-Goldin letters is John Carroll’s work of the same title [refer to B4.19]. Strangely enough, Goldin was apparently never interviewed by Walter Camp, who must have known of his existence. Perhaps there are missing interview notes somewhere.

The exact nature of Goldin’s actions on 25 and 26 June 1876 is pretty well “up for grabs.” In the first and third major letters reproduced here, Goldin claims to have carried a message from Custer to Reno, before Custer was engaged and the existence of this message would have a profound significance in examining the actions and attitudes of both Custer and Reno. A great many historians tend to dismiss this particular claim. Goldin himself tried to distance himself from some of the details or opinions expressed, by claiming that Dr. Cyrus Townsend Brady had misrepresented his story. It may be that it was the anti-Reno tone that he wanted to avoid, since his later cohorts and benefactors consisted almost solely of anti-Custer, pro-Reno types. There is an excellent discussion of the credibility of Goldin vis-a-vis the courier story in Graham’s ‘The Custer Myth’. (3 October 1928 to Albert W. Johnson: “A chapter I was supposed to have written for C.T. Brady’s book was so different from the one I dictated as to be to me almost unrecognizable”).

There is however, no question but that Goldin did lie several times in recounting his army service, including when he enlisted and why he was discharged. It is of interest that the Medal of Honor which he was awarded, for carrying water for the wounded, was granted in 1895, seventeen years after the Medals to the other men of the 7th [with one other exception] and that it was upon Goldin’s personal application. He had sought the intervention of both Benteen and Hare, both of whom could say only that they believed Goldin had been there. Goldin could not even be consistent when it came to the question of when he was detailed as an orderly to Custer. There are at least three different versions in his correspondence. There are, in fact, so many questions surrounding Mr. Goldin that it is almost impossible to separate all of the wheat from the chaff. Much of the latter however, can be blown away.

Goldin’s stories and the examination thereof will be preceded by excerpts from a brief biographical sketch which appeared in Portrait and Biographical Album of Rock County, Wisconsin, published in 1889. 

FROM PORTRAIT AND BIOGRAPHICAL ALBUM OF ROCK COUNTY, WISCONSIN, 1889

Theodore W. Goldin, a member of the firm of Dunwiddie & Goldin, Attorneys and Counsellors-at-law of Janesville, is a native of Rock County, and a son of Reuben W. Goldin [in fact, he had been adopted, having been born John Stillwell]. The family were among the pioneers of this country…

Theodore W. Goldin, whose name heads this sketch, was the only child of Reuben W. and Elizabeth E. (Bradfield) Goldin. He was born in the town of Spring Valley, Rock County Wis., July 29, 1855 [this is erroneous. Goldin was born in 1858], and received his primary education in the schools of Brodhead, supplementing it by a course in the Tilton University of Tilton, N.H., where he was a student for four years. Completing his literary studies, he enlisted at Chicago, in April, 1875, to serve in the Regular Army [he actually enlisted on 8 April 1876, at age seventeen. Obviously he did not start Tilton University at age 12]. He was assigned to the 7th Regular Cavalry, commanded by Gen. George A. Custer, who fell with the whole of his immediate army in the battle of Little Big Horn on the 25th day of June, 1876. At the time of the battle, which resulted so fatally to Gen. Custer and his command, Mr. Goldin was with Major Reno, but a short distance from the field of combat. He was present on the field soon after the massacre and assisted in burying the gallant General and his brave comrades [note that there is no reference to either carrying a message or bringing water to the wounded]. He took part in the fight with the Indians at Carrion Creek and Bear Paw Mountain, Montana. He was twice wounded in the second day’s fight of the Little Big Horn, and those wounds resulted in his discharge for disability on the 29th day of September, 1879 [Goldin was not wounded at all, let alone twice. He was discharged, without honor, on 13 November 1877, in the field in Dakota Territory, for a concealed minority enlistment, following an application from his parents. He might have been at Canyon Creek, but he was definitely not at Bear Paw/Snake Creek].

…Our subject is a member of the staff of Gov. Hoard, in the capacity of Inspector of rifle practice, and is regarded as one of the leading citizens of Janesville [note that there is no mention of a connection with the Masonic Lodge - see Dustin correspondence below - in this sketch].

In order to illustrate the vagaries of Goldin’s stories, I have interspersed excerpts from some of his shorter correspondence within the confines of his most well-known and lengthier letters.

FROM A LETTER TO DR. CYRUS T. BRADY, 11 AUGUST 1904

Milwaulkee, Wis., August 11, 1904.

My Dear Sir: -

I am in receipt of your letters of July 28th and August 2d, asking me for a few reminiscences of personal experiences and touching on my acquaintance and knowledge of Gen. Custer and his last fight.

The years that have elapsed since that stirring event may have somewhat dimmed my recollections, and the time at my disposal at this time is so very limited, that what I may say must, of necessity, be somewhat fragmentary. Your articles on this subject … have been read with great interest, and I am very much pleased to know that they are to be published in book form.

In reply to your request, I will say that I had known Gen. Custer from the time I joined the regiment in 1873 up to the time of his tragic death, and had campaigned with him and with the regiment with the exception of the year 1875, when the troop to which I was attached was stationed in the south [see above for true date of his enlistment. Goldin obviously wanted it to appear that he had been on the Yellowstone expedition of 1873 and the Black Hills expedition of 1874]…

After arranging to leave our wagon train, and some dismounted recruits and the regimental band, at the Powder River, we moved camp to the mouth of the Tongue, where we lay on the 17th of June, the day on which Gen. Crook had his big fight with the Indians on the Rosebud. During the day, we watched every distant dust cloud that whirled across the river bottom, hoping that it meant the approach of Maj. Reno’s command, but as nothing was heard from him, we broke camp on the morning of the 18th, and moved up the valley, where we effected a junction with Reno soon after noon. During the previous days, we could not help but note the fact that Gen. Custer seemed moody and discontented, and, entirely different from his usual habit, appeared nervous and excited to some extent.

When Reno came in with his report, he became a changed man. His old-time [remember that Goldin had been exposed to Custer for only a month at this time] energy and snap were made apparent by the manner in which he hustled the command into marching order and took the trail for the Rosebud, where Gen. Terry, on our supply steamer the “Far West,” had already preceded us, in the hope of striking the command of Gen. Gibbon, who was known to be somewhere in the vicinity [Reno and Gibbon had communicated across the Yellowstone at the mouth of the Rosebud]. Our march was prolonged far into the night, but we finally struck the Yellowstone and went into camp, assured that if the steamer was below us, we were bound to intercept it.

The following morning we were in the saddle early, and soon after noon, we sighted the wagon train of Gen. Gibbon’s command moving slowly up the river, and a few moments later the “Far West” steamed into sight. Couriers were sent out to advise them of the fact that Reno had discovered the trail of a considerable body of Indians, and in a short time we were in camp near the mouth of the Rosebud, and a council of war was held, at which we understood that Reno’s report was discussed in detail [in fact, hardly anything was said about the council of war until the evening of the 22nd].

The following day, arrangements were made for a vigorous campaign. A final council was held on the steamer on the night of the 21st, as I now recollect it [this is one of Goldin’s favorite ploys. He often “as I recollect it’s” and defers to someone else perhaps recollecting it differently], at which Gen. Custer received his final orders, substantially as you have stated them. At this council, and just about the time it was breaking up, the question was asked Gen. Gibbon as to what time he could reach the mouth of the Little Big Horn River, and he replied, “Not before noon of the 26th.” [Goldin was not at the meeting, and is writing from hindsight].

At this conference, it was reported that Custer had been offered the battalion of the Second Cavalry and the artillery, which had been brought up on the steamer, but declined both, claiming that he knew his command so well that he preferred to trust himself with them alone, and that he feared the artillery [the “artillery” Custer was offered was the same Gatling gun platoon which had accompanied Reno on his scout. At one time, the guns were abandoned because they were slowing down Reno’s command so badly] might delay his march when nearly in the presence of the enemy. Many of the officers and men felt that it was but part of a preconceived scheme to secure an independent command, such as he had been used to having for years, but be that as it may, his request was granted [this statement is patently untrue. Nobody knew anything of the refusals until Custer himself told them, and if Custer had accepted the four companies of the 2nd Cavalry and the Gatling guns, he would only have increased his already independent command. He declined the extra cavalry on the basis that his own regiment could handle whatever it might meet and there would be less chance of miscommunication. Terry concurred. Terry had included his going in command of the whole as an option and Custer had replied that whoever commanded, the battalion of the Second and the Gatlings were not necessary – see Terry’s Reports].

On the afternoon of June 22nd we passed in review before Gen. Terry and Gen. Gibbon, and soon struck the trail described by Maj. Reno. From that time until Reno struck the Indian village, we did not deviate from it, excepting when it became necessary to find a satisfactory camping ground. No attempt was made to scout the country, as we had been directed to do, nor was any attempt made to send a courier across to Gen. Gibbon, although a man named Herndon [Herendeen], a scout, had been attached to our command for that purpose [Goldin did not know any of this except in retrospect. Herendeen had been attached because he knew the country exceptionally well, having traveled over the same route in 1874. Scouts were out constantly, ahead and on both flanks.].

Our marches were long, and our movements very rapid, until the night of the 24th, when we moved off the trail some distance and apparently settled down for the night [Goldin had never campaigned before. The marches were neither long nor rapid until the night of 24 June. See Appendix 4.14]. But this was only a ruse to mislead the Indians, as we had received orders not to unpack our saddles and be ready for a night march [This was not a ruse. The Indians had no idea that Custer was advancing, and no orders had been issued. Custer moved only after being advised by his scouts that the camps had moved over the divide toward the Little Horn and that the regiment could not cross the divide into the valley of Ash Creek during daylight without being seen].

From the hour we left the Rosebud, Gen. Custer acted in many respects like another man, his old-time restless energy had returned, and he seemed to think of nothing but to reach and strike the Indians. In this connection, it might be well to say that the trail we were following led from the direction of the Missouri River, and indicated, according to the estimate of Bloody Knife and some of our Crow scouts, a band of from a thousand to twelve hundred Indians, whom we afterward learned came from the Missouri River agencies, and consisted almost entirely of warriors [this is utter rubbish. The main trail indicated about 350-400 lodges, with a population of about 2500-3000, and was made by non-agency bands joined by deserters from the agencies. It was augmented by more refugees from the agencies].

About eleven o’clock, we received word to saddle up and lead into line. In the meantime, a scouting party of Crows and Rees, with some of our officers, Lieut. Varnum, and, I think, Lieut. Hare, had pushed on ahead of us to scout the trail across the divide, and seek to locate the Indians, if possible. Leaving our bivouac, we again struck the trail and pushed forward, seeking to cross the divide and get into the shelter of the foothills along the Little Big Horn before daybreak the following morning. Owing to the roughness of the country, and the difficulty in scouting the trail, we were unable to do this, and daybreak found us in a ravine at the foot of a range of high bluffs, just how far from the river we did not know [but Custer knew, for he was following the advice of his scouts the whole way and was in exactly the position he wanted to conceal the regiment].

Some time during the night, it was said Gen. Custer had pushed ahead and joined the scouts, and that, just after daybreak, they told him they had located the village in the valley of the Little Big Horn; but Gen. Custer replied that he did not believe them [Custer did believe them, he just could not see what they saw. He then proceeded to advance on the village they had seen]. In the meantime, it became apparent that our presence in the country was known, as, during the night, a box of ammunition had been lost, and a detachment sent back to recover it came across some Indians trying to open the box [the box contained hardtack]. On this being reported to Gen. Custer, he seemed to decide on an immediate advance [Custer also knew that the command had been seen by other Indians].

In the talk, just about the time the division was made in the command, Mitch Bowyer, a half-breed Crow interpreter, said to Gen. Custer that he would find more Indians in that valley than he could handle with his command. Custer replied that if he [Boyer] was afraid to go, he could stay behind. Bowyer replied that he was not afraid to go wherever Custer did, or something to that effect, but that if they went in there, neither of them would come out alive [this is another version of the “I can go anywhere you can go” story. Custer and Boyer did have a contretemps at the Crows Nest regarding the size of the villaget. Goldin was not privy to either conversation]. Just before the advance was made, I was detailed by Lieut. McIntosh to report to Gen. Custer for duty as orderly, and at once did so. The general directed me to ride with Lieut. Cook, our regimental adjutant, and perform any duties he might assign to me [Goldin had been detailed to headquarters, as a clerk, at Fort Lincoln, and had not served with his company on the expedition to this point. It seems redundant to assign him a job he already, to a certain extent, had. Neither Knipe nor Martin, the confirmed messengers from Custer knew anything of Goldin. I believe that Goldin was with the pack train or his company and wrote not from personal experience, but from the related experiences of others, e.g. [10 June 1928 to Albert W. Johnson: “I was at headquarters from the time we left Ft. Lincoln until I turned back on the 25th, with that first message to Reno].

During our brief halt, the men had thrown themselves on the ground, and were most of them asleep, while the horses were grazing among the sage brush. Gen. Custer ordered the advance, saying that the company in each battalion first ready should have the right of the line [actually the advance], and in a few minutes we were all in the saddle. During the halt, it had been ordered that Benteen with his battalion should move off to the left, scouting the country in that direction, driving before him any Indians he might discover, and sending word to the command of anything he might find. Reno was to follow the trail, while Gen. Custer with the five troops under him struck off to the right, leaving McDougall with the pack train to follow as best he could [Goldin has the timing and details wrong - see Chapter 2].

We immediately took up the line of march in accordance with these orders, and after probably a half hour’s hard ride, the impassibility of some of the hills and ravines forced the column under Gen. Custer to veer off to the left, and soon we came up with the command of Maj. Reno, which was pushing ahead on the trail as fast as the roughness of the ascent would permit [Custer did not go to the right and did not have to veer to the left. He was on the right side of Ash Creek, with Reno on the left and slightly to the rear. The advance to the Little Horn was a descent, not an ascent]. After a hard climb, we reached the top of the ridge, where we saw before us a rolling plateau sloping off toward the foot-hills of the river, which was perhaps some five or six miles away [Goldin’s topography is in error].

As our command dashed over the divide, we could see Reno some distance in front of us, moving rapidly down the trail, while several miles to our left was the command of Col. Benteen, scouting the bluffs as he had been ordered. For some distance, we followed the general course of Reno’s advance, but were some distance in his rear and to his right [Goldin is now apparently writing of what happened after Reno was ordered to the attack].

To those of us who were near him, it seemed that Custer was chafing at the apparent slowness of our advance [to the contrary, Custer ordered a halt to water the horses in the north fork of Ash Creek at about the time he turned to the right], as he would at times dash ahead of the column and then rein in and await our approach, and again off he would go. Just about this time, we discovered a huge dusty cloud moving down the river valley, but could not determine the nature of it. [4 November 1928 to Albert W. Johnson: “Before Custer made his final swing to the right and pushed into the bluffs, we already heard firing in the bottom below us, indicating that Reno had already engaged the enemy, and as I now recall it, it was at this point where Custer left the head of the column and followed only by Color Sergt. Hughes and Custer’s striker, rode over toward the edge of the bluffs…”]. As soon as this was discovered, Custer rode over toward the river accompanied only by his orderly trumpeter, and stopped for a moment on the top of a high pinnacle, where we saw him wave his hat, apparently in salutation to some one in the distance, and then come dashing back toward the head of the column, which was headed by Capt. Keogh and “I” Troop, veterans of a dozen fights. With his eyes snapping in his excitement, Custer rode up to Keogh and said, somewhat excitedly: “Keogh, those Indians are running. If we can keep them at it, we can afford to sacrifice half the horses in the command [this never happened. Keogh had accompanied Cooke to Reno’s crossing of the Little Horn, and was well aware that the Indians were not running. The troops were not in column].

Calmly, as though on dress parade, Keogh turned in his saddle and looked back at the long line of eager, bronzed, bearded faces, and turned to Custer with the remark: “General, we will do all that man and horse can do.”

A moment later the bugles blared out the charge, the first bugle note we had heard since leaving the Rosebud [Officers Call had been sounded that morning after the command had been spotted by Indians, which Goldin should surely have known had he been an orderly], and away we thundered northward down the river, two or three times seeking a place where we could work down into the valley below us, but without success [so why sound the charge? This is all nonsense. Custer knew from his scouts that the closest easy access to the river was at Medicine Tail. Although it was possible to descend the bluffs and cross the river, at several places, these fords would have been very difficult for five companies to use efficiently].

After perhaps the third unsuccessful trial, Gen. Custer talked hurriedly with Capt. Cook for a moment, and Cook pulled out his pad and dashed off a line or two, which he folded up, at the same time calling for an orderly. I happened to be the first one to reach him, and he handed me the paper with the order: “Deliver that to Maj. Reno; remain with him until we effect a junction; then report to me at once,” and he was gone [it is tempting to accept this at face value, as it establishes a definite plan to unite the Custer and Reno forces; but I do not believe there was any such message].

An instant later, the rear of the column dashed past me, and was lost to sight in the ravines. For an instant, I looked after them, and then realizing that I was in a dangerous country and alone, I lost no time in heading in the direction of Reno’s command, which I was able to locate by the dust cloud that hovered over them. Fortunately, I was not molested to any great extent. A few long-range shots were fired at me, which only served to accelerate my speed, and materially added to my desire to be among friends.

A ride of some five or six miles, and I overtook Reno just as he was dismounting to fight on foot [this five or six miles would have taken at least half an hour. Reno was already fighting by the time Goldin supposedly got the message from Cooke. By the time Goldin could have ridden the five or six miles, Reno would have been on his way to the bluffs, if not already there]. I delivered my dispatch, the contents of which I did not know. Reno glanced at it somewhat hurriedly, and stuck it in his pocket [Reno and everyone else in a position to know categorically denied that any message was received from Custer in this manner. Goldin also fails to mention whether or not he gave Reno the added “effect a junction” message]. About this time, the Ree scouts stampeded, and, as we afterward learned, did not recover their sand until they reached the Powder River and the shelter of the wagon train [this is also in error – see Appendix 5.17]. It soon became apparent that the Indians were passing our flank, and coming in behind us, and we were forced to face about and endeavor to repel their advances until we could get our horses into the timber, in which attempt several horses were shot and two or three stampeded. Soon after this, we retired into the timber, where we had better protection, and resumed the fight. Sheltered by the timber and the river bank, we were able to make a much better defense for a short time.

Soon after this, we noticed that Capt. Moylan was mounting his troop, and Lieut. Wallace, who stood near me on the skirmish line, called to Capt. French, who was commanding the center company, and asked what the orders were. French replied that he hadn’t received any, but would try and find out, and in a few minutes he called to us, saying he understood they were going to charge, that he had not received any orders, but we might as well mount and support them. [This sounds as if Moylan was about to charge the Indians or village and makes order out of what was, by all other accounts, a most confusing time].

We were ordered to get to our horses, and while doing this, we found that some fifteen of our men were dismounted, either because of the shooting or stampeding of their horses. Lieut. McIntosh had lost his horse, and took one belonging to a trooper named McCormick, who gave him up with the remark that we were all dead anyway, and he might as well die dismounted as mounted [McCormick came out of the fights unscathed]. Swinging into the saddle, we moved out of the timber, and to our surprise, discovered that instead of “charging the Indians” Reno was executing a masterly charge on the bluffs on the opposite side of the river [Goldin changed his opinion, as his later correspondence illustrates].

As soon as the Indians discovered this, they massed on our flanks, and opened a heavy fire on the retreating column. Fortunately, they were poor marksmen mounted, and our loss was comparatively small at this stage of the stampede, for that is what it was.

It is reported that Reno became so excited that he emptied his revolver at the Indians, and then threw the weapon from him. I happen to know this was not so, as the revolver is now in the possession of Gen. Benteen [so Benteen wrote Goldin] or his family, or was a few years ago.

During the progress of this retreat, I was riding on the left of our column, and near the timber, and when almost in sight of the river, my horse fell, throwing me into a bunch of sage brush, but without doing me any serious damage, save to exterior cuticle. As I scrambled to my feet, Lieut. Wallace passed me, shouting for me to run for the timber as my horse was killed. I did not stop to verify his report, but took his advice, striking only one or two high places between where the horse fell and the timber, which I presently reached [Henry Petring told Walter Camp that Goldin was not left in the timber –refer to B4.80 & B5.123]. [20 October 1928 to Albert W. Johnson: “I have only an indistinct recollection of the terrain in the vicinity of the point where Reno crossed in retreat, only visiting it briefly after the fight was over … the men spoke of having trouble in forcing their horses to take the plunge…”]

From where I was concealed, I could see our men force their horses into the river and urge them across the boulder-strewn stream [the river is not boulder-strewn at the point of crossing]. I saw Lieut. Hodgson’s horse leap into the stream, and saw him struggling as though wounded. I saw the lieutenant disengage himself from the stirrups and grab the stirrup strap of a passing trooper, and with that aid make his way across the stream. No sooner had he reached the bank than it became apparent that he had been wounded, but he pluckily held on, and the trooper seemed to be trying to help him up behind him on the saddle, but without daring to stop his horse. An instant later, Hodgson seemed to be hit again, for he lost his hold, fell to the ground, staggered to his feet, and sought to reach another comrade, who reined in to aid him; and, just as it seemed that he was saved, I saw the second trooper throw up his arms, reel in the saddle, and fall heavily to the ground. Hodgson started to make his way toward the ravine up which the command was disappearing. He staggered forward a few steps, stumbled, [and] struggled to his feet once more. He apparently decided that further effort to retreat was useless, as I saw him turn and face the Indians, draw his revolver, and open fire. An instant later, three or four shots rang out, from my side of the river, and I saw Hodgson reel and fall, and I knew it was all over [another dramatic rendering of an incident which never happened. Hodgson’s crossing and death are described in several enlisted men’s accounts - see relevant Appendices 3.48, 3.56 & refer to B4.80].

In the meantime, our men had succeeded in crossing the river, and made their way up a neighboring ravine, all save those who had met their fate at the ford, which was one of the worst along the river for many rods [casualties on the retreat were horrendous].[ 20 October 1928 to Albert W. Johnson: “Quite a few men, including Lieut. Hodgson were killed after they had made the crossing on that little flat at the foot of the hills up which they were forcing their way”]. Left alone, I began to wonder what my own fate was likely to be; but I was not observed, and therefore not molested, the Indians being busy stripping and mutilating the bodies of our dead along the banks of the stream.

About this time, I could hear sounds of heavy firing down the river, and made up my mind that Custer was engaging the Indians, and from the momentary glimpses I had of the village [it was not visible to him] I felt that he was as badly outnumbered as we were. Most of the Indians in our front melted away, and I could see them lashing their ponies as they hurried to join their friends at the lower end of the village.

About this time I saw the scout, Herndon, some little distance from me, making his way toward the river, and called to him, and we were soon together. He told me that the fifteen dismounted men of our outfit had made their way to a point in the timber about a couple of hundred yards from where we were, but that in order to get nearer the river, they had to cross an open space, and every time they tried it the Indians fired on them. Before leaving us, the Indians had set the river bottom on fire, evidently with the design of concealing their movements, or of smoking or roasting out our wounded. This smoke proved to be our salvation, as under its cover we made our way to the river, forded it with some difficulty, and stumbled on to one of our Crow scouts, who pointed out to us [the “us” here can only refer to Herendeen and himself, as he mentions the dismounted men below] the location of the command, which we soon joined. [20 October 1928 to Albert W. Johnson: “Herendeen and I forded the river on foot at least 150 and possibly 200 yards further down stream, finding the water where we entered fully breast deep and running strong, but shelving up onto a shallow gravel bottom a short distance below where we crossed” – see also Goldin’s other versions of this event].

We found that Benteen and his battalion had reached it, and that nothing was known of the location of Custer and his command. [24 November 1928 to Albert W. Johnson: “I reached the top of the bluffs about the time that Benteen’s men were dismounting, and the officers were gathered on a slight elevation not far from where the Hodgson ‘marker is now located”]. We reported what we had heard and seen, and just about this time, some one discovered a white flag waving from a point in the river bottom near where Herndon and myself had been concealed. Lieut. Hare, at the risk of his life, crept down to a point of bluffs overlooking the valley, and, after considerable signaling, satisfied the party we were friends, and they made their way across the river and soon joined us, proving be the dismounted men who had been left to their fate when Reno made his retreat.

I omitted to state that when we started our retreat, Lieut. McIntosh; mounted on McCormick’s horse, was several rods in front of me, and I noticed that in some way his lariat had become loosened and was dragging on the ground, the picket pin striking sage brush and other obstacles, and rendering his immediate vicinity very dangerous. Several of the men sought to call his attention to it, bit evidently he did not hear them. A moment after this I saw his horse go down, but whether he was shot or not I do not know. All I could see as I passed was that the lieutenant was lying where he fell, and was either dead or stunned, probably dead, as we found him in the same place the day after the Indians left us.

As we were standing on the bluffs looking down into the valley, I heard some loud talk near me, and turning in that direction, I heard Capt. Weir say: “Well, by God, if you wont go, I will, and if we ever live to get out of here, some one will suffer for this.”

He strode away, and a few moments later, I saw “D” Troop mount up and move down the valley in the direction of the distant firing. Apparently without orders, the entire command followed them in no sort of military order with the exception of the two troops under Benteen and Godfrey. In this way, we pushed down the valley some distance, when we discovered Weir and his troop falling back before a largely superior body of Indians.

Hastily forming a line, we held back the advancing horde until Weir and his command had passed our lines and formed some distance in our rear, where, with the support of some of our men who were near them, they formed a line and opened fire, permitting us to fall back and re-form again in their rear. In this way, we fell back some little distance [the withdrawal from Weir Point was not nearly so efficient as stated - see narrative], when Col. Benteen, who seemed to be the leader in our section of the field, spoke to Lieut. Wallace, saying: “Wallace, there is no use falling back any further. Form your troop, your right resting here, and we will make a stand.”

Wallace grinned, and said: “I haven’t any troop, only two men.” Benteen laughed grimly, and answered: “Form yourself and your two there, and I will tell you more about it when I find out myself [Goldin repeats a commonly held, but erroneous, belief that G Company had ceased to exist. As is evident from Goldin’s own story, the abandoned troopers had already rejoined the command. See Appendix 5.17 for a discussion of this scene].”

That was the nucleus of our line of defense. Others soon joined us, and we sheltered ourselves behind sage brush, and hurriedly heaped piles of dirt, and opened fire, keeping the Indians at a respectable distance [the Indians, with a couple of exceptions, never approached very near to the troops during the entire siege] until darkness came to our relief. [4 November 1928 to Albert W. Johnson: “In the disposition of our command on the bluffs, the formation was much in the shape of a horseshoe, the opening toward the river, but covered by a cross fire from either end of the formation. For a time “G” Troop held one end of this horseshoe, and “H” Troop under Benteen, the other, but the Indians were crowding Benteen hard, and he insisted on reinforcements, and “B” Troop under Mc Dougall moved over and took position near where the ravines broke down the hill…”] During the night, we changed our position a trifle, located our corral and hospital, and put in the night intrenching ourselves as best we could. At daybreak, the fight opened again, and continued without intermission until about three in the afternoon, when, to our surprise, the Indians began to take down their tepees, pack their travois, and in a few hours were moving up the river valley - a great mass of ponies, travois and Indians, unfortunately just out of rifle range.

Twice during the afternoon, volunteer parties had gone for water, each time being fired upon by the Indians, but it was only on the second trip that anyone was hit. Poor Madden, of “K” Troop, was the unfortunate, his leg being shattered three times between the ankle and the knee. We carried him back to the hospital, where his leg was amputated that night [Goldin does not mention his own involvement in the water parties, for which he was awarded the Medal of Honor].

On the following day, Gen. Terry and Gen. Gibbon came to our relief, and through them we received the first authentic information as to the fate of our comrades of the other battalion. On the 28th, after having transported our wounded across the river, we visited the scene of the battle, and buried such of Custer’s men as we found. [27 October 1928 to Albert W. Johnson: “We found the bodies of a number of men and horses of “E” Troop…To all appearance they had angled off across the hillside, finally entering a narrow coulee…Here they were apparently shot down, men and horses together. It was impossible to reach them and we shoveled dirt from the overhanging bank to cover them.”] Aside from General Custer, we found hardly a body on the field that had not been mutilated in some manner or another, but, as I recollect now, we found no marks of mutilation on our dead leader [6 November 1929 to Albert W. Johnson: “…the wounds in Custer’s body as I saw them June 27, were made by a gun of smaller caliber than the.45, and we calculated it may have been from a Winchester or Henry. There were no powder marks about the wounds at all…”]

Since the fight, I have discussed it with many officers of the army, and others who have had experience on the frontier, and the general opinion seemed to be that there were two, possibly three, main causes for this disaster.

First: A division of the command into practically four separate columns, while still some fifteen miles from the battle-field, and without accurate knowledge as to the exact location or approximate strength of the enemy [actually Custer knew the approximate location, but not the strength], and the separation of those columns so that at a critical period of the fight, not two of them were in supporting distance of one another [at a point near the flats, the regiment was, or should have been reasonably well closed-up – see Chapters 1, 2 & 3].

Second: The fact that Custer came into the presence of the enemy practically twenty-four hours ahead of time [there was no timetable from which to deviate].

Third: The loss of the horses, and with them much of the surplus ammunition of Custer’s command.

This subject has so often been discussed by men much abler than myself, that I will not attempt it here.

My experience with Gen. Custer [hardly any, in fact] always led me to look upon him as somewhat recklessly brave, disposed to take chances without fully considering the odds against him.

I have always felt that one possible reason for the course he followed, in the face of the orders he received, might be attributed to the fact that he was feeling keenly the apparent disgrace of the treatment accorded him by the President, and that he thought that by a brilliant dash, and a decided victory, similar to his Washita fight, he might redeem himself, and once more stand before the people as a leader and an Indian fighter second to none. Whatever may have been his motive, we must all admit that he made a most gallant fight, and gave his life at the side of the comrades who had ridden with him to victory in many a previous battle.

Very truly yours, Theo. W. Goldin

16 December 1928 to Albert W. Johnson: “There is no record of any men ever coming back from Custer’s column and either joining Reno or Benteen, none save Martin and one man who left just before he did…Martin told me he saw no Indians at close range except just after he left Custer…I went over the trail with Martin on June 28…to the point where he said he turned back with the dispatch for Benteen, the trail over which he took me seems to correspond with that shown on the Maguire map.”

24 February 1929 to Albert W. Johnson: “The only thing I ever heard Martin say regarding Indians…was that his horse was wounded by a long range shot from somewhere over toward the river.”

John Martin to Walter Camp, interview notes dated 24 October 1908: [He says Custer had three orderlies who were] three trumpeters: John Martin, H Troop; Dose of G Troop; Bishop (?) [Bucknell] of C Troop…these were the only orderlies Custer had that day, and he is certain about it.

John Martin to William A. Graham 22 April 1922: “In regards to this man Goldin, I’ve never heard the least thing about him, and furthermore don’t know who he is…”

FROM A LETTER TO EARL A. BRININSTOOL, AS PUBLISHED IN THE MAGAZINE HUNTER-TRADER-TRAPPER, AUGUST 1932

I have been asked many times to relate the experience of the party I happened to accompany to the river to procure water for the wounded men of Major Reno’s command, on the second day of the battle of the Little Big Horn.

Compared with the stories told by men who claimed (and doubtless rightly so) to have made the same trips, always led me to think that both the trips our party made were so prosaic, so lacking in the elements of sensation and heroism, as to be almost without interest.

I think we may safely start on the theory that there were not twenty canteens of water in either Reno’s or Benteen’s squadrons.

Our march on June 24th had been through a country where little but alkali water was to be found. Then came our brief halt, and the cooking of supper - each man for himself; and the little water we did have was largely used for this purpose.

Following this came the grueling night march, with not a sign of water until we halted, before daybreak of the 25th, at the foot of the Rosebud divide, a high ridge separating the valley of the Rosebud from that of the Big and Little Big Horn rivers. We found some water here, out of which coffee was made; but, when issued, we found it so strongly alkaline that we could not drink it. Even the horses, thirsty as they must have been, turned away from the water.

When the march was resumed, some hours later, and we crossed the divide and came into the valley of what was later known as Reno Creek, its rough, broken slopes stretching away to the timber in our front, fully twelve or fifteen miles distant, which we were told bordered the Little Horn (or Little Big Horn), our advance - at least that of Reno’s squadron - had no opportunity of either filling our canteens or watering our horses, had water been available [note that Goldin has placed himself with Reno’s command, not Custer’s].

Nor was opportunity offered the men as they crossed the Little Big Horn, save for a very brief halt to allow the horses to drink. At this time, some of the men managed to fill, or partially fill, their canteens with water roiled up by the plunging horses. [20 October 1928 to Albert W. Johnson: “I did not cross with his outfit, and have never found two who did, who agree as to the exact point of his crossing but I think the map made by the engineers in ‘77 fairly shows it”]

After Benteen’s squadron had joined Reno, and the pack-train and rear guard came up (the latter nearly an hour after Benteen’s arrival, which afforded Reno’s men an opportunity to replenish their depleted stock of ammunition), an advance was made, headed by Captain Weir and D Troop, and followed in fairly good order by the remainder of the troops [see his own contradictory account supra], the pack-train bringing up the rear. A considerable number of the men were on foot, their horses having been either shot or stampeded in the fight in the river bottom at the time of Reno’s first attack.

I recall one particular movement, noted at the time, and to which, many years later, Benteen referred in a letter to me, and again in a personal conversation with him at his home in Atlanta, Georgia, after his retirement. It was as follows:

Every time Benteen’s troop reached an eminence of any height, he brought them “front into line,” and the men cheered and waved their hats. Benteen, telling me this, said he had it done in the hopes of attracting the attention of Custer and his command, that they might know where we were, and that we were trying to reach him.

As a fact, I believe undisputed, Custer had by this time been wiped out, as Captain Weir had not advanced any great distance down a considerable arroyo, when he encountered and engaged large bodies of Indians, seemingly flushed with a victory we could not then understand [they had already completely routed Reno, which of itself would have been sufficient cause for feeling a bit heady].

The story of this encounter, and the subsequent retreat of the entire command, has been so often, and so much better related than I can tell it, that I will not attempt any description of it. Suffice it to say, that keeping up a running fight for a mile or more, the Indians appeared almost momentarily in larger numbers, and became more and more aggressive.

This retreat was made with the one thought of finding some place that would afford a slight shelter for men and animals, and which could be defended with some prospects for success.

Finally, after falling back beyond, yet not entirely out of rifle range of a high bluff that reared its head above the many smaller ones around it, Benteen came to Lieutenant Wallace and grimly remarked: “Well, Wallace, this looks like the best place we have passed. No use going any further. Deploy your troop, the right resting there (pointing with his hand) and stand ‘em off. I’ll send you help, and tell you more about it when I find out myself.”

In obedience to this order, G Troop was deployed, and opened on the Indians as opportunity offered [note that the “I have only two men” scenario is no longer a part of Goldin’s tale]. We were shortly afterward reinforced by K Troop, which had been covering our backward movement, and later, and during the night or early the following morning, B Troop, under Captain McDougall, took its position on our left, his deployed line extending to a point which commanded a considerable view of the land toward the river below, and not far from the point where Reno crossed when he left the valley after his supply of ammunition was much depleted, and he had failed to receive the support he had been led to expect [it is both interesting and illuminating to note how Goldin’s assumed posture has changed since 1904. He was now “in with” a group of anti-Custer and pro-Reno writers, including Brininstool, Dustin, Van de Water etc.].

It was now quite late in the afternoon, but the fighting was kept up, the Indians surrounding us on every side, and waging an almost constant and relentless fire.

I cannot give accurately the position of the other troops…I recall, however, that Captain Benteen, with H Troop, occupied a rather isolated and exposed position, on what might be called the right of our line. This position, although a difficult one to hold, gave him command of a considerable bit of country, and a slope leading toward the river, at the edge of which several considerable ravines seemed to converge.

We had mighty little opportunity to dig in and entrench ourselves, and made use of such natural cover as we could find, as the fighting was fast and furious every minute of the time [the fighting was mostly at very long ranges].

When we made our final stand, horses and mules were placed in almost a circle, at a point that seemed to offer the most protection; and within this protection the hospital was located, and it was not long before Dr. Porter, our only remaining surgeon, had his hands more than full, as the wounded men came drifting in from all parts of the lines.

In those early days, we had no such hospital service as the army of today enjoys. There were no attendants, trained in their work; but the less-severely wounded rendered as much assistance as they could to Dr. Porter.

Operations and dressings were of the crudest; there was no water to cleanse wounds; no anesthetics to alleviate pain; but hour after hour he worked, seeking, as best he could, to stifle pain and suffering.

Night finally came on, and, save for occasional scattered shots, the firing ceased; but any unusual movement inside our lines was sure to bring a fusillade of shots from every direction. There was no thought of sleep, and officers and men, side by side, with tin plates, tin cups, knives or whatever else came to hand, spent the hours digging in and preparing for the battle we knew was sure to come with the early morning light. It came with a vengeance, and with it, added casualties in both dead and wounded [the majority from Benteen’s company, which had not dug in - see Appendix 5.17].

Some time during the latter part of the morning, a little group gathered together in the shelter of the corral, having come in with wounded comrades, and were now awaiting a lull in the fighting, to rejoin their troops.

From where they crouched, they could hear the moaning of sorely-stricken comrades, interrupted by incessant calls for water. Water! Yes, but how was it to be obtained? Here we were, on the bluffs, several hundred feet above the rushing current of the river; and, so far as we knew, every foot of that distance was under the watchful eye of a cunning foe. To reach the stream seemed an impossibility; and yet we were thinking of nothing else but the possibility of answering those piteous calls, which again and again came to our ears.

Just at that time, Captain Benteen passed, and overhearing a bit of conversation, paused, and after listening a moment, said: “Men, I haven’t seen a shot fired, nor seen an Indian, in that ravine between McDougall’s line and mine. I don’t know whether you can make it or not, but it looks like the only chance. If you try, give me a signal, and McDougall and I will give you all the help we can, by a rapid fire barrage.”

He passed on toward McDougall’s line. For a moment, no one spoke, and then Mike Madden, the saddler of K Troop, said: “Say, fellers, we’re a-takin’ about ninety-eight chances right here. What’s the matter wid makin’ it ninety-nine, and tryin’ to git thim fellers some wather?’

In a moment, the little group separated, coming together a few minutes later, each man with as may canteens as he thought he could bring up that steep trail. Some one had an inspiration, and came lugging a small camp kettle.

At this late date, fifty-six years after the occurrence, I will not pretend to give the names of all who were in the little party, but I recall: Madden and another man of K Troop; Dwyer, Campbell and myself from G Troop; and, I think, one, or possibly two, from Troop B [there are several differing accounts, including one by Benteen himself, as to how the water parties came to be organized. There are just as many versions of who was in them - see accounts in Appendices 3.4 & 5.17. Walter Camp spent years trying to come up with his semi-definitive lists, which are given at the end of this letter]. [10 June 1928 to Albert W. Johnson: “I have always been at a loss to understand how it was that I was the only one of our party who went after water (to miss the Medal of Honor), while members of “D” Troop and others were awarded it.”]

There was no officer with us, no one really in command, and the only thing savoring of a command was Madden’s “Come on, fellers, lave us run!” as he took a hitch in his trousers and dashed across a little open space to a point where the ravine sheltered us from sight.

We all made the rush in safety, save little Campbell, of G Troop, who went down with a ball in his shoulder, just a few feet from the shelter of the ravine. One or two of the men halted and turned back to his assistance; but he pluckily called out, “Go on, boys; I can make it back some way [and he did].”

Once in the shelter of the ravine, which we saw was deep and crooked, we instinctively strung out into something like skirmish formation, every man on the alert, carbines at the ready, and Madden in the lead. [3 October 1928 to Albert W. Johnson: “The ravine down which we went for water was upstream from the one up which Reno’s men made their way in retreat. It starts down midway the position occupied by “B” and “H” Troops. Slaper and I located this ravine very definitely and followed its windings down to the river, on the 26th of June, 1926.”] Our descent was necessarily slow, as we cautiously scouted every turn [there were not as many as he makes it seem] in the tortuous ravine. We finally reached the bottom without encountering the enemy, or seeing any signs, save an occasional pony track crossing from some side ravine, and even these seemed many hours old. [14 October 1928 to Albert W. Johnson: “The ravine used by the Indians in their attack on Benteen’s position, was not the ravine we used in going after water, but (was) still farther up the stream to the south. There were several small draws in front of Benteen’s position, converging into one larger one at the point where the Indians massed for attack. These were the ones used by the Indians and were in use by them when we went for water. We saw no evidence that the ravine we used had been occupied by the Indians up to the time of our last trip, but it may have been later…”]

Once at the bottom of the hill, we took stock of the situation. We noticed over a bit to our right, a projection reaching out from the bluff to a point near the river, and which apparently promised protection from every direction save right across the river. We observed many Indians moving about on the other side, but it was evident we had not been discovered.

Seeking such shelter as we could find, we held a hurried council, and decided that our best plan was for a couple of the men to take the empty camp kettle, make a dash for the river, fill it and get back under cover, and transfer the water to the canteens in greater safety.

Two by two, the men took their turns at this hazardous work; but to our surprise not a shot was fired at us, and in a short time the canteens were filled; and, after a steep climb, we regained the shelter of the hospital and the water was turned over to those in charge, and we rejoined our commands.

Later in the day, along about the middle of the afternoon I should judge, word was passed down the line asking if the men who were in the former party would chance it again, as water was much needed. To a man, practically the same party assembled at the corral, and, with possibly one or two additions, made a rush for the ravine; and cautiously, although a bit emboldened by our first experience, scouted our way to the place we had found so convenient on our previous trip. Bringing the hidden camp kettle into use again, we adopted the same plans used before so successfully, and finally had all the canteens but three or four filled.

At this point, Madden turned to the group, saying: “Fellers, ther’s no use a-goin’ back wid any impties; thim byes will need ivery danged dhrop av wather we kin git.” Then grasping the camp kettle, he turned to Dwyer of G Troop, who had been his partner in the previous journeys, and said: “Come on, Patsy. Lave us thry it wanst more,” and in an instant they were off.

They made the run successfully, filled the kettle and dashed for safety. They were almost within the shelter of the point, when a withering volley was fired from the bushes on the opposite side, and poor Madden went down. So close was he to safety, that when he fell, his head and the upper part of his body were inside the shelter.

Dwyer seemed to be unhit, but the old camp kettle was spouting water from half a dozen bullet holes. Dwyer staggered into cover with the kettle, and whilst most of us sprang to cover and returned the fire, which to our surprise was not continued, Dwyer and another of the party sought to save what they could of the precious fluid, and others drew Madden to safety.

A hasty examination disclosed that Madden’s leg was broken twice between the ankle and knee. For a few moments, we crouched under cover, expecting further attack, but as none came, we concluded that the first volley was from a passing party moving down the valley, and as only Madden and Dwyer were in sight, doubtless concluded they were not worth bothering over.

Now came the problem of getting Madden up the hill and into the hospital. It seemed as though we were already burdened with all we could manage. Madden came to the rescue (as we thought) with the remark, “Ill tell yez phwat to do; lave em me carbine wid some shells, and yez g’wan up wid th’ wather. Th’ byes will be lookin’ fer it, and then yez can come back afther me; and if any av thim red divils come, I’ll be gittin’ some av thim whoile they’re a-gittin me.”

That suggestion was not to be considered, and after a brief council, one of the men took an extra gun or two, others divided the surplus canteens between them, and two of the men raised Madden to their shoulders. Mercifully to him, he fainted, and was spared, in part, the agonizing pain of that terrible return journey. The trail was rough and steep, and bearers had to be changed every little while; but finally - just how, I cannot tell to this day - we made the hospital, and turned both water and the wounded Madden over to the surgeon [Goldin is right about not knowing. Madden was wounded down on the flat, but he was not carried up the ravine - at least not all the way – see Chapter 6].

[8 December 1928 to Albert W. Johnson: “I was with two parties, or rather our little party made two trips. On the first one we saw no Indians save at a distance and were not discovered. On the second trip we were fired upon by a small party from across the river, and one of our men was wounded, but on neither trip did we encounter Indians on our side of the river, but…other parties (were rumored to have been) fired upon from the east side of the river.”]

Some time later, and after the Indians had left us and were disappearing up the valley, I had occasion to visit the hospital. There I found Madden stretched out on a blanket, a saddle for a pillow, his face white and drawn with pain, even under the coating of dust and powder smoke, his leg amputated at the knee. I learned later that the operation had been performed without the use of an anesthetic, and General Godfrey tells us that after the operation the surgeon gave Madden a stiff horn of brandy. Swallowing it, Mike smacked his lips, and feebly exclaimed: “Docther, give me another wan av thim and [you can] cut off my other leg.” I cannot vouch for this story, but have no reason to doubt the word of his troop commander [this same anecdote is told by others, including William Slaper].

When I found Madden, I asked how he was feeling, and he replied weakly: “I’m f’alin’ moighty bad, me bye.” I tried to condole with him, but he came back at me instantly with the remark: “Av coorse it’s bad loosin’ the leg, but it isn’t th’ pain that’s makin’ me feel bad; it’s in me hearrrt. Fer many a year I’ve been a-ridin’ and a-fightin’ under the Old Flag, and wid th’ old outfit, and ‘tis many a foine shindy we’ve had, too; but now I’m nothin’ but a poor damned one-legged sojer, and ’tis no more ridin’ and foightin’ I’ll be doin’. That’s what hurts. Do yez know, me bye, if it wuz only for hearin’ th’ sigh av satisfaction av thim poor fellers whin they twishted their lips aroun’ th’ mouths of thim old canteens, I’d be damned near willin’ to go back and give thim a chanst at th’ other fut [they had already had another chance – see Chapter 6].”

I have understood that other parties made this trip for water, and according to the stories I have heard and read, their experiences were more sanguinary than ours. Of these trips I do not pretend to write, as I know nothing about them.

I have often talked with some of the fellows who were in our party, and the sentiment almost unanimously expressed was that we could have done no less than we did and retain our self-respect. There were others - hundreds perhaps - who could have taken the same chances we did, had the opportunity offered. I have always felt that most, if not all of us, regarded the possibilities of leaving that hill alive mighty slim, and one chance, more or less, did not change the situation materially.

In that hospital were wounded comrades - buddies and friends with whom we had fought, scouted and hunted for many moons [note that Goldin had only been in the regiment for two months]. They were calling piteously for water, and I feel that any man who wouldn’t have taken the chances we did, was unworthy to wear the uniform of a soldier

Theo. W. Goldin

WALTER CAMP’S WATER PARTIES

As mentioned, Walter Camp spent considerable time and energy in an attempt to determine definitely the men who made up the water parties on the afternoon of 26 June 1876. The Medals of Honor awarded for this action certainly help, but can also be misleading, since Mike Madden, perhaps the most famous of the water-carriers, never got one, nor did some others who may have been members of one or another party. In any event, Camp started from that point:



	05 October 1878
	BANCROFT, Neil Company A
 BRANT, Abraham Company D, died 4 Oct 1878



	24 October 1896
	CALLAN, Thomas Company B



	05 October 1878
	DEETLINE, Frederick Company D
 GEIGER, George Company H, as sharpshooter



	21 December 1895 
	GOLDIN, Theodore Company G



	05 October 1878
	HOLDEN, Henry Company D
 HUTCHINSON, Rufus Company B
 MECHLING, Henry Company H, as sharpshooter
 MURRAY, Thomas Company B
 PYM, James Company B
 ROY, Stanislas Company A
 SCOTT, George Company D
 STIVERS, Thomas Company D
 THOMPSON, Peter Company C
 TOLAN, Frank Company D
 VOIT, Otto Company H, as sharpshooter
 WELCH, Charles Company D
 WINDOLPH, Charles Company H, as sharpshooter




In an interview with Stanislas Roy, Camp learned that the names were: “Roy, Gilbert, Madden (K Troop), Wilber (M Troop), Bancroft, Harris, Voit, Peter Thompson, Goldin, Tanner, Coleman (B), Boreen [Boren]. Roy says he is not sure about the last 3 names.” There was also another man, the first to go, whose name Roy could not remember. Wilber was, Roy said, wounded - as was Madden. Seven of these twelve never received the Medal, including the two who were wounded.

Camp got other names from other sources, and decided that the following men also went for water, after the first party (whose names he got from Roy): Campbell and Hammon of G Company; Rooney of I; Hunter of F; Foley, Rott and Rafter of K; Kavanagh of D. Despite his efforts, he was never really able to come up with definitive lists, or to explain why some men, who undoubtedly were members of one or another of the parties, were overlooked for the Medal of Honor. On the other hand, neither has anyone else, including the author.

In the final analysis, Camp’s ultimate list, which is a compilation of the above names, with Kavanagh’s name removed and replaced by Stevens (Thomas Stevenson) of D, means very little. Theodore Goldin’s name appears on it, as well as on Roy’s list, but that is not any real guarantee that he was a member of the water parties. In light of Goldin’s propensity for tale-telling and outright lies, it is tempting to write off his participation, but I would have to have more telling evidence in order to do so.

FROM CORRESPONDENCE WITH DR. PHILIP G. COLE 1933

15 January 1933 In reply to yours of Dec. 28, 1932 in which you ask for a letter in a way connecting up with the Benteen letters in your possession [Goldin had sold the Benteen letters to E.A. Brininstool, who in turn sold them to Cole] I have finally decided that the story of my acquaintance with Gen. Benteen and what led up to the writing of the letters might best comply with your request. To do this will necessitate going back to a time long preceding the writing of the letters in question, but as it will give some explanation of the relations existing between a commissioned officer and an enlisted man of the Old Army, I feel that it will on the whole best tell the story.

When I enlisted in the regular army after losing out in a competitive examination for West Point [this is a reference to the Aspinwall story - see below] I, at the suggestion of the recruiting officer gave my occupation as that of clerk [in fact he gave his occupation as “brakeman”], and was assigned to duty with a squadron of the Seventh Cavalry then stationed in the south. [To Fred Dustin 12 June 1934: “The regiment did have its full share of cashiering, courts martials, etc. The only case of desertion I knew of was of 2d Lieut. John Aspinwall. He was a boyhood friend of mine; beat me in a competitive examination for West Point and was in the regiment when I joined it some years later (see note below). The primary cause of his desertion can be traced back to Custer and his habit of playing poker with the young officers of the regiment, something few of the older officers would do. I saw Aspinwall the night before he deserted, learned the story from him and some years later at the request of his father, a Methodist minister, went to Toronto, Canada, to see him while he was down with typhoid fever, arriving only to find him dead.”]. [Goldin learned some of Aspinwall’s background from Benteen’s letters and it was Benteen who accused Custer’s cronies, not Custer himself, of “skinning poor Jack” at poker, this in 1869. It was some years later, 12 July 1874, that he deserted and was dropped from the regimental rolls. Aspinwall graduated the USMA in the class of ‘69, which means that Goldin must have been beaten out in the competition for West Point when he was six or seven years old. Since Goldin did not join the 7th until two years after Aspinwall departed without leave, it is obvious that they did not see each other the night before the desertion. The whole Aspinwall story is utter bunkum and Dustin and all the others who swallowed Goldin’s claptrap either knew it or should have known].

In the spring of 1876, the entire regiment was mobilized at Ft. Abraham Lincoln, D.T. preparatory to taking part in the expedition then organizing against the hostile Indians. I was detailed for clerical work at headquarters, and it was while on this duty that I formed a slight acquaintance with Capt. Benteen, the senior captain of the regiment, and later on during this expedition, and in and following the fight on the Little Big Horn I saw more or less of him, an acquaintance that continued during my service with the regiment. It was just an ordinary acquaintance, mainly in the line of duty, which for the time being ended when I left the service.

In the 90’s Gen Godfrey published an article in the Century Magazine covering the fight on the Little Big Horn. I found in it many errors and misstatements, and knowing through the Army Register that Gen. Benteen had been retired and was living on his home plantation at Atlanta, Ga., I procured and sent to him a copy of the article in question, together with a letter giving my own recollection of the several incidents in which I felt that Gen. Godfrey was in error. This brought me the first of the letters you now have [one wonders at Goldin’s temerity. The first letter Cole had is dated 20 October 1891, before Godfrey’s article had appeared. What Godfrey might say is in fact the subject of speculation by Benteen in his letter to Goldin of 6 January 1892. Goldin did not send the article to Benteen], and later was followed by a more extended correspondence making up the letters you now have. I later twice visited Gen. Benteen at his home, enjoying many interesting talks with him which I have many times wished might have been reduced to writing by him [Benteen never mentions any visit by Goldin, which one might imagine he would have done, e.g. in an “it was so nice to have you here’’ type of thing].

You also ask for some reminiscences of my connection with, and impressions of, the Battle of the Little Big Horn…after celebration of the semi-centennial of the fight, I prepared very full notes, which I placed in the hands of our friend Brininstool, and they were by him put in shape for publication [Goldin had already published an account in 1894]… This mss. is still in the hands of Mr. Brininstool, and was carefully checked by him with orders, reports and other authentic sources and found to be accurate. What disposition he will make of the story I do not know, as it is in his hands to do with as he sees best [Brininstool had already published Goldin’s story in 1932 as reproduced above, unless there is a “missing” Goldin story somewhere].

I might say that just before we left the Rosebud and on June 21, 1876 I was called to headquarters to assist the sergeant major in preparing various orders and in compiling our records for the field desk we carried on a pack mule, and when we left the Rosebud the following day I was, by order of Lieut. Cook, regimental adjutant, retained at headquarters as an orderly or messenger, and when the command was divided on June 25th, while still some fifteen miles from the village of the enemy, and so far as I have ever been able to learn, without any definite knowledge as to the exact location or strength of the village, I remained with the column under Gen. Custer [11 August 1904 to C.T. Brady: “Just before the advance was made, I was detailed by Lieut. McIntosh to report to Gen. Custer for duty as orderly, and at once did so.”], until we reached a point possibly a mile down stream from the point where we knew Reno was already engaged with the upper end of the huge village. In the meantime, Gen. Custer had left this column and ridden to a point out of our sight, but which evidently overlooked the scene of Reno’s engagement. I state this because we later learned that men in Reno’s command saw and recognized him on the bluffs. In the meantime, the rest of his command had continued down the stream, but hidden from the Indians by a high ridge paralleling the course of the high bluffs above the river. When about a mile below Reno’s position, we slowed down to a walk, and it was at this point that Custer rejoined us and a few moments later I was given a message to deliver to Major Reno. What this message contained I do not know, but my orders were to get it to Reno at once, remain with him until the two columns effected a junction, when I was to report to Lieut. Cook. On my trip back I saw no Indians nor could I see the valley or the village because of the ridge, until I sought a place to descend to the river and cross it to reach Reno, then I could plainly see the immense village and Reno’s little squadron fighting in the bottoms, apparently against heavy odds. While making the descent of the bluffs and fording the river, a number of bullets whistled entirely too close for comfort about my ears, whether aimed at me, or … shots fired high by the Indians I do not know. I do know I was mighty uncomfortable for a few moments. I reached Reno just about the time his Indian allies on the extreme left of his slender line broke and ran, some of them, it was reported, not stopping until they reached the supply camp on the Powder River, others not until they reached their reservation at Fort Berthold. I delivered my message. Reno glanced at it, asked where I left Custer and what he was doing, folded his message, put it in his notebook, and turned to watch the movement of the left of his line, which seemed to be forced back into the timber. [Major Reno to the Court of Inquiry: “…I knew I could not stay there unless I stayed forever. The regiment had evidently got scattered, or someone would have sent me an order, or come to aid me. And in order to secure a union of the regiment, which I thought absolutely necessary, I moved to the hill…”] When I reached Reno, the only officers near him were Captain Moylan of A Troop and Lieut. Hodgson, squadron adjutant, killed a short time later. It was only a few moments after this that the retreat was ordered. I ran for my horse, which had strayed away a short distance, mounted him and started for the river, riding perhaps a hundred yards or less from the retreating column. I saw no Indians on the left of the retreating column. They seemed to be massed on the right flank, aiming to prevent the column from retreating up stream, and forcing them to make for the bluffs directly in their front. It was at the river crossing that our heaviest loss of life occurred, as the horses had to be forced over a cut bank into the river, and had to negotiate a cut bank on the opposite side. When perhaps a hundred yards from the river, my horse fell. I thought he was shot, but learned later that he had only stumbled. I did not waste much time in trying to find out, but got under cover of the brush and driftwood along the bank, later making my way across the river and up the bluffs and rejoining what was left of Reno’s command, arriving just a few moments before Benteen’s squadron came up.

The Indians in the meantime had left Reno and hurried down the valley, where it was now evident that Custer was just coming into action some three miles down stream.

Neither time nor space will permit me to continue the details of what followed.

We continued the fighting the rest of the afternoon of the 25th with no knowledge of what had become of Custer. The fight was renewed at daybreak of the 26th, and continued until late in the afternoon, when the Indians broke camp, moved up the valley and were soon lost to sight, giving us a chance to get food and water.

I might say that on the 26th a small party made the trip down ravine to the river and obtained a supply of water which was turned over to the wounded. Later in the day the same party made a second trip, this time one of the party was so severely wounded that his leg had to be amputated at the knee. I understand other parties made the trip and that later the members of the parties were awarded the Medal of Honor or Valor, as it is now called. Many years later through the active interest of Secretary of War Daniel Lamont I received this medal, which I cherish as evidence of a duty well performed.

1 February 1933…I was unable to recall anything of that nature … but since writing you there comes to me a bit of a story that had its origin at the time of the fight but with its culmination many months later…

In the manuscript you have, there is a reference to the fact that at the time I made my crossing of the river after Reno’s retreat and the loss of my horse, I was swept off my feet by the swiftness of the current, the smooth stones that filled the bottom of the stream preventing me from regaining my footing, and as I drifted down the stream one of our Crow Indians, Half Yellow Face, a young chief of that tribe, who was watering his pony on a gravel bar extending out into the stream saw me, and throwing me the end of his lariat pulled me ashore, and directed me to where the command had halted on the high bluffs above the river. At the time, I asked him where he was going. He replied by making the sign of scalping an enemy, so I inferred he was out to see if he could not add a scalp or two of his hated foes…later in the day, or possibly on the 26th, I saw him again. This time he was in the hospital, wounded in one or both arms; I am uncertain now just what the wounds were, but he was laying there bandaged and alone, save for one young Indian who was sitting beside him [in fact it was White Swan who had been wounded. Half Yellow Face was unhurt]. I stopped and asked him if he got his scalps. He nodded, said something to his companion who reached under the blanket thrown over the wounded man, and drew forth three fresh, bloody scalps. As the young warrior held them up to my view, Half Yellow Face ejaculated “Sioux, Sioux!” Later on, when we came back with water, I passed near him, and seeing the wistful look in his eyes, stopped and gave him a good drink from one of my canteens, and later in the day, after the Indians had left us…I happened to think of him again, and took him large cup of hard tack soaked in water and liberally spiked with Bordens Condensed Milk…the following morning I made him a cup of coffee, fried him some hard tack and so-called bacon, gave it to his companion and the way he stowed it under his belt was ample evidence of his appreciation…

In the early fall of 1877, during the Nez Perce campaign, our regiment struck this Crow Mission and went into camp there for several days One day…I was suddenly surprised to have an Indian rush up to me and frantically shake my hand and slap me on the back. Seeing I did not recognize him, he ejaculated: “Me Half Yellow. Me know you, you give Injun water and something to eat. Me no forget.” We talked a little while…the talk wound up with the statement that he wanted to adopt me as his white brother [Goldin goes on to describe the ceremony in minute detail], during which Half Yellow Face introduced me by the Indian name…“Little Soldier.”

The next day our orders came, and we marched away, and I never saw Half Yellow Face but once again, and that was some time later when he joined us at Canyon Creek with a party of young warriors after we had fought the Nez Perces. I only saw him for a moment then, but when I next visited the agency on the Little Big Horn, I found that he had gone the long journey to the Happy Hunting ground of his people [Half Yellow Face died in 1879]. Once in 1924 and again in 1925, I tried to find some Indian who remembered the incident, but only found one, White Man Runs Him, an old warrior who too has taken the trail from which there is no return [in 1929]…

FROM A LETTER TO AN UNIDENTIFIED CORRESPONDENT, PROBABLY ALBERT W. JOHNSON, 14 DECEMBER 1931

Reno in forming his lines facing the village brought “A” Troop on his right, French with “M” Troop in the center, and McIntosh with G Troop on the left. As I learned later, the Indians, under Varnum, were on the extreme left, across where the railway and highway now run. The Indians (Hostiles) seemed to have regarded this place as the weakest in the line, and massed for an attack there.

The reference to the arrival of a messenger must have referred to my arrival, as no other messenger from Custer was sent back, so far as I know. Just about the time of my arrival, or possibly a few minutes before, the attack on the left was so vigorous that our allies broke and ran and they [G Company] were forced back into the timber [this seems rather outlandish if G was in fact where he said they were, since to reach the timber, the men would have to pass along the entire line. All credible evidence puts G nearest the timber, with French’s M hanging on the left of the skirmish line]. This movement was on foot, at the time I reached Reno, and was the only thing for McIntosh to do, otherwise he would have been cut off. Reno’s command was already fighting on foot, and had he ever charged, as some have intimated he was ordered to do by Custer, it would have meant the annihilation of the entire squadron, and left only Benteen’s squadron and the pack train, as it was not long after this that Custer’s men went down.

When I reached Reno, he, Capt. Moylan and Lieut. Hodgson, acting squadron adjutant, were together. I handed the message to Reno; he read it hastily, asked me where I left Custer, made no comment to the other officers, put the message in his note book, and soon after this the retreat was begun [here Goldin seems to be saying that he arrived after the move to the timber]. So far as I knew, no orders were sent to French or McIntosh, they mounting up and joining the retreat as they saw the right of the line moving out. It was here that so many dismounted men were left behind, mostly from “G” and “M” Troops, fourteen or fifteen in all, as I recall it. …

FROM ADDITIONAL CORRESPONDENCE WITH ALBERT W. JOHNSON 1928-1934

Theodore Goldin carried on an extensive correspondence with Johnson over the course of several years 1928-1934. This correspondence contains a great deal of interesting, if not always truthful, information, some of which has already been quoted in Goldin’s accounts supra. I consider the following selected excerpts to also be of interest.

18 November 1928…[the night of the 24th June 1876] I was not far from headquarters with the Sergeant-Major and old Sergeant Hughes [Color Sergt. Hughes was in his mid-thirties],…it must have been well after midnight when we halted, and it was at this point close to the base of the high divide between the Rosebud and the Little Big Horn. Near where we halted was an alkali stream or a series of pools, but thirsty as the horses were, they refused to drink it. From the point where we crossed the divide, we thought we could see the smoke from the village, but of course were uncertain…

16 December 1928…Godfrey and I have always differed as to the point where Custer came into the valley. I have always contended that he came in at the point on the Maguire map, while he carries the column down behind the bluffs, bringing them on the field not far from where Calhoun’s men went down. The Maguire map was made in 1877 [1876] from actual surveys and observations…the trail over which he [Martin] took me seems to correspond with that shown on the Maguire map [see map M.7]…

30 December 1930…General Godfrey and I do not agree as to the point where Custer entered the valley. From every indication, I have always contended he entered as shown by the Maguire map, while Godfrey shows him going in near the top of the ridge [see map M.7]. In going in there with the burial party, and also when visiting the field with Lieut. Bradley’s party on June 27 [here is Goldin version again], we followed a well-marked trail of shod horses through this draw, as I recollect it, the first break in the high bluffs…it was there that we picked up and followed that faintly defined trail leading off to the left along the side of the bluffs, while the main trail led back to the point where Calhoun’s troop was found…in going back over the trail with Martin on the 28th [see Martin’s denial of Goldin supra], he pointed to a place not far from this opening into the valley, as the point where he turned back, and said the column was moving northwesterly when he left it…

15 January 1930…I formed my opinion on what we saw when visiting the field on the 27th and 28th …we turned in at an opening following a well-marked trail of shod horses, not very far from the southwest corner of the present fenced enclosure. This brought us to the first group of soldiers, now marked by headstones [probably referring to the Finley group], and it was from this point we discovered the faint trail leading along the edge of the bluff to the point where we found the men and horses of Smith’s troop, in what proved for them to be a cul de sac; and men and horses were piled up together, and the odor was such that we did not get down to them, but shoveled dirt from the top, covering them in one big grave.

From the point where we found the first bodies there was evidences of shod horses in broken order, leading back in the direction where we later found Calhoun’s troop. …

Herendeen and I, while still in the river bottom, after being dismounted, heard them [the volleys], distinctly, and Herendeen remarked: “That’s Custer and he has found more Indians than he can handle, just as I expected, and he’s asking for help.” Later, after I had crossed the river, and while Herendeen was bringing out his party of dismounted men, I reported these volleys and was a bit surprised to be told they were not heard by the force on the bluffs. This seemed strange at the time…

27 January 1930…Some years ago, I talked with two of the men who accompanied Lieut. (now General) Hugh L. Scott when they visited the field to remove the bodies of Custer and the other officers. They told me that after locating the bodies of the officers, Lieut. Scott had a long trench dug right on top of the ridge, and that they went over the field with a wagon, gathering up all the bones they could find, and placed them in the trench, which was then filled up, and then at the head of the trench built up a monument of rocks surmounted by a buffalo skull, which monument was at the point where the present monument stands [Michael Sheridan, the officer commanding this duty detail, reported that the bodies were reinterred where they were found. There is no mention of a long trench on top of the ridge or of any monument in 1877].

I asked these men at the time if they were at all sure that they recovered the bones of the officers; one of them promptly replied “No, we took some pains to gather with each body enough bones to make a complete skeleton, but as most of the bodies had been exposed by foxes and coyotes, and in several instances portions of bodies had been dragged away, we were not at all certain as to the identity of any of the bodies, save that we gathered them near the point where the marker indicated they had been originally buried.” [see Discussion 5. Witnesses describe Custer’s own retrieved remains as consisting of only a handful of bones].

I could understand this, as I know that on my visit to the field in 1924 I found a hand and forearm, and a foot and lower part of a leg far distant from any marker, and each widely separated from the other, and others, residents and visitors, have told me of similar finds, but I have always felt that it was better not to discuss these features out of regard to the feelings of those who mourned them…

It may be that there was a division of the command, and that an entrance was made at both the point near the southeast corner of the present fenced field and up on the ridge as contended by Godfrey. If there was such a division it took place after Martin had turned back [see 15 January 1930, in which he says the trail went in at the southwest. Now he says the southeast, although this may be a simple error in transcription. In effect, Godfrey has the command coming in at the southeast, so Goldin adroitly covers all the bases here].

8 February 1930…[the bodies were not buried very well for three reasons, the first being the scarcity of implements]. In the second place, the ground was so hard it could not be loosened with shovel or spade, and required a pick to make an impression on it; third, the bodies were in such a state of mortification that they could not be handled to move them. I saw instances where men taking hold of an arm often found it to come loose from the body, so all we were able to do was to heap dirt or even sagebrush over the remains…I believe that…extra efforts were made to inter the bodies of officers.

11 September 1930…If you have ever climbed to the Crow’s Nest, as I have, and have in mind the extent of that village, you will realize that even from this vantage point, the entire village was not visible any more than the whole pony herd and some small column of smoke were [in a letter to Fred Dustin two years later, Goldin says he was never over the trail and gave an incorrect location of where the “as I now recollect it” Crows Nest was and in a Johnson letter of 18 November 1928 - see above - he says that the smoke from the village was visible to the command as soon as it crossed the divide]. I have reason to know that Custer, after his return from the Crow’s Nest, was warned by Mitch Bouyer that there were more Indians down in that valley than he, Custer, could handle with his force. I overheard that much, but did not overhear the remark of Bouyer that he was not afraid to go wherever Custer went, but if they went down in that valley they would wake up in Hell.

1 January 1931…I recall both Half Yellow Face and White Swan, and if my memory serves me right it was the former who threw me the end of his rope when I had lost my footing in fording the river and could not regain it owing to the swiftness of the current, and the many smooth rocks in the river bottom. I saw him just as I lost my footing, and took him at first for an enemy and remember that I said my “Now I lay me down to sleep,” expecting nothing but a shot…

27 July 1931…“I” Troop lay in a slight depression and looked as though it had been formed in a hollow square with Keogh and one or two others in the center…Sturgis’ marker southward of the monument, a bit east perhaps [this marker is spurious] …Madden was wounded between the edge of the river and a clump of brush and a bit of a mound behind which we remained concealed save when in twos with a small camp kettle we made a dash for the river, filling the kettle and dashing back to the shelter and there filling the canteens. We found the ravine hard to negotiate when we were loaded down with canteens, and even worse when we had to get Madden up the hill..

11 September 1931…I turned back from Custer’s column nearly or quite a half-mile down stream from Hodgson’s marker…

5 October 1931…My recollection is that we saw nothing to indicate that the White Horse Troop approached the river much nearer [than] the point where they entered the valley…the trail seemed to lead…diagonally along the hillside and away from the river, until it ended in that dead-end ravine where the bodies of men and horses were found…

Martin and myself went back to the point where he turned back with Custer’s message to Benteen, which was not far from the point where the trail of the White Horse Troop left the main column and swung to the left and entered the valley by way of what seemed to me a dry creek bed. The main trail must have kept on northerly, back of the bluffs…

29 December 1931…In burying the bodies, we spread out from the point where the first bodies were found…In a sort of skirmish line advance, we covered the entire field so that only the men in each sector saw the bodies in their front, so that it isn’t strange that there were errors of judgment and in failure to report all the bodies who were really identified…

6 January 1932…[Ghent] says there is a story that Reno, on the night of June 25 proposed to Benteen to abandon the position, leaving such of the wounded as were unable to ride, to their fate. Inasmuch as he did not have even the courtesy to enclose a stamp, my reply will be brief. I never heard such a rumor and do not believe Reno was ever weak enough to propose such a cowardly action. This much I did hear: the enlisted men did talk of taking their horses and endeavoring to escape, but were dissuaded by their officers who pointed out the impossibility of carrying out such a plan [see following Dustin correspondence for the actual extent of Goldin’s knowledge. Also his correspondence with Benteen –refer to B4.19]…

22 June 1932…It is in a way unfortunate that there is not a living officer who knows of what I did on June 25 - Custer, Cook, Reno, Moylan and Hodgson all dead, but the fact remains that I carried that message…

22 August 1932…We first rode back along the line of Reno’s retreat, and some of the party ran across and identified the remains of Lieut. McIntosh. I did not see them [he told Fred Dustin that he had - see below], but later we found the body of Reynolds and his head was not missing. We then rode over into the camps, and at one point we found the ashes and debris of a large fire, and near it, in the trodden high grass, some one of the party found two human heads, so charred and burned as to be beyond recognition…

14 September 1932…we headed toward that high bluff and the direction where Hodgson’s marker is now located. When still some distance from this point, Custer left the column riding rapidly off to the northwest, while the command continued to pursue its same general direction. Custer was lost to sight behind the ridge you mention, and judging from what men in Reno’s command afterward reported, rode to a point overlooking the valley, but to the west of this low ridge…We continued…to a point where the ridge ran down to more level ground, and had reached the point about where Reno’s advance was halted by the enemy, and near where Weir entered the ravine…We had not entered this ravine when Custer rejoined us, and it was shortly after we dipped down into this ravine that I received the message to Reno…This point was in a slight widening of the ravine, and as near as I could estimate it [during a 1924 visit], about a mile or a little less from where I descended the bluff, forded the river, and made my way to Reno. It is my best judgment that I went down a ravine to the right of where Dr. DeWolf was afterward killed. The ravine…brought me out on a gravel bar…I headed…upstream…and across some open ground to where I found the fighting line…

4 December 1932…I presume you have heard the story of the warning given Custer by Bouyer, the guide. I did not hear the conversation myself, but did hear Bouyer say to some of the officers, when he left Custer in anger, something to the effect that he told Custer there were more Indians in that bottom than he could handle [see letter of 11 September 1930, in which Goldin says that he did overhear the Boyer/Custer conversation]…

27 December 1932… Dustin does not believe the story [of Reno proposing to abandon the wounded], neither do I. The fact that it never gained circulation until after both Reno and Benteen were dead stamps it as fishy. I cannot believe Godfrey’s story that Benteen told him of the proposition while we were burying the dead on the 28th, but that he did not get full details until a considerable time later. Knowing from letters and personal talks with Benteen many years later, that I feel very certain that regarding Godfrey as Benteen regarded Godfrey, he was the last officer in the regiment to whom Benteen would have told such a story. In both the letters I had from Benteen, and my visit with him at his home [sometimes Goldin says that he visited more than once], such a thing was never mentioned [it was, and Goldin was well aware of the story - see discussion in Dustin correspondence following]…

4 January 1933…I know it was Mitch Bouyer who had hot words with Custer; I was near enough to see them, but not to hear their words, but later that day was told by the Sergeant-Major that Bouyer had warned Custer that there were too many Indians for his small command, and that Custer replied that he, Bouyer, was not a soldier and did not have to go in, and that Bouyer replied that he wasn’t afraid to go anywhere Custer did, but if they went down into the valley of the Little Big Horn, they would both wake up in Hell in the morning, and that Bouyer then turned and walked angrily away. I only know from what I saw that there was a pretty hot exchange of words, but what they were I cannot say [this is the third different version by Goldin to this same correspondent - see 11 September 1930 and 4 December 1932. Since Fred Dustin copied these letters and was, according to W.A. Graham “a master of research,” one wonders why Dustin did not query Goldin about these discrepancies]…

5 April 1933…I do not regard it at all strange that he omitted any mention of our meeting on the bank of the river. At that time, he was out scouting for a possible crossing. We were together but a few moments. He watched me cross the river and then returned to where he had his men concealed in the timber. It was not very long after that until we saw him leading his party out just as he described it in his statement. He reached us just a few moments before we began to advance to support Weir, whose act of insubordination nearly cost him the loss of his troop…

The reference in this last excerpt is to George Herendeen, with whom Goldin has said he spent a few moments before crossing the river. During this time together, they heard, according to Goldin, three volleys from Custer downstream. Goldin says it is not strange that Herendeen never mentioned him in any of his accounts but I find it exceedingly strange, since Herendeen supposedly “watched me cross the river.” Goldin elsewhere states that he almost drowned when he was swept away, only to be saved by Half Yellow Face throwing him a rope and pulling him to safety. Surely Herendeen would have remembered and mentioned this dramatic scene.

Herendeen testified at the Reno Court that he was in the timber with his group of men when he heard the volley firing and that there were “a great many volleys.” He is consistent on this point in all his accounts. In none of them does he ever say that he went to the river - to the contrary, he always looks out from the edge of the timber on the valley side to see if it is safe to try to rejoin Reno

FROM CORRESPONDENCE WITH FRED DUSTIN, FEBRUARY 1932-DECEMBER 1934

Fred Dustin initiated this correspondence on 24 February 1932, when he wrote to Goldin, introducing himself as a brother mason and giving some of his own background. He wrote that he had been engaged for several years in researching the fights on the Little Horn, referred to DeLand’s “history of that affair” and his own part in DeLand’s work, and asked this series of ten questions:

“1. Were you detailed as orderly to Custer by McIntosh, and if so, where did you leave your troop to join Custer?

2. Where did you leave Custer?

3. Where did you cross the Little Big Horn to rejoin McIntosh?

4. Where did you rejoin McIntosh?

5. What part of the fighting was going on when you rejoined?

6. What men to your knowledge were killed: first: on the first skirmish line across the valley; second: in the second position in the woods before the command, “Mount”?

7. Where was Bob Tail Bull killed?

8. Where was F. C. Mann (a civilian) killed and who was he?

9. After retiring to the bluff, did you hear an altercation between Weir and Reno and if so, what was the substance of it?

10. Give any other facts bearing on the above inquiries that you can.”

Goldin replied on 29 February, said that he could not answer the questions without considerable time and the examination of papers, which he was unable to do, being nearly blind. His lone reply was to questions 1 and 2:

I will say that I was enlisted as a clerk and from time to time was on duty as clerk at headquarters, not by detail of Lieut. McIntosh, but by orders from the adjutant’s office and was serving in that capacity just before we left the Rosebud June 22d, and continued with headquarters on that march and until sent back to Reno with a message [see letter to Brady, wherein he states that he was detailed by McIntosh on the morning of 25 June].

While the Goldin/Dustin correspondence is rather heavy on Masonic Order chitchat, Goldin does contribute some information. I have selected the following excerpts as being of primary interest:

29 October 1932…Benteen’s squadron was miles away from both Reno and Custer when he turned back, being well over in the vicinity of where Lodge Grass is now located [they were not that far away], and if Godfrey was able to see and recognize Custer’s command by the white horse troop it must have been before they passed the point where Reno made his final stand and where Custer rode over to the bluffs overlooking the valley and saw Reno engaged with the enemy, as a hundred yards beyond that point the command was out of sight of either Benteen or McDougall and the pack train [the reference was to seeing Custer’s command going down Ash Creek]. I recall looking back as we passed this point and seeing both Benteen’s squadron and the packs then some distance back on the trail [they could not be seen from this point], and later when I went to Reno with that dispatch I again caught a glimpse of them, Benteen then having turned back, and [he] was moving down the valley, but still to the southwest of the packs. When Reno retreated, my horse fell, and supposing he was shot, I lit out for the brush along the river, and later as I started to cross, Benteen was just coming up to join Reno, arriving just about the time I joined the command.

After Custer passed the point I mentioned above, his column could not be seen by Benteen or any troops up the river.

While in the brush along with Herendeen the scout, we heard the three volleys fired by Custer’s men, and later after Herendeen came out with his dismounted and wounded men, these volleys were mentioned, and officers said they had not been heard on the bluffs [volleys were heard by some officers]. This claim was later given possible confirmation by an experiment tried by a detachment from old Ft. Custer, when a detail was sent to Custer Hill while a party of officers proceeded to Reno Hill after comparing watches and setting a time when the volleys were to be fired. The report was that these volleys were not heard on Reno Hill. This statement was made to me in 1926 at Crow Agency by a retired officer who was with the party [Goldin, as is usually the case, fails to identify his informant, most of whom were conveniently dead]…

7 November 1932…That chapter in Brady’s book has been the cause of a lot or annoyance to me, and left me in a wrong light so far as many of its statements were concerned. At Brady’s request in 1904…I dictated a chapter to my stenographer and sent it to him. I never saw a proof …and in fact did not see the book until many years later when, to my surprise and indignation I found that ha had written the chapter over, changing it to fit his views of the fight, and so altering it that I was hardly able to recognize any of it as my work [the real reason that Goldin wanted to disavow the article was that it indicated an anti-Reno attitude, and he was now beholden to a group of pro-Reno men for additions to his meager standard of living and for whatever renown he might wring out of them]…

I do believe I did state in the article that there was some sort of an altercation between Weir and Reno, relative to a forward movement to locate and aid Custer. I did not hear it, as it was just about over when I climbed the hill [in other statements, Goldin says he arrived at the same time, or just before, Benteen’s command, and Weir, of course, was with that command]. I heard some loud talking as I approached the place where the officers were gathered to report my escape [why would he suppose they would be interested?], but what it was I cannot say. All I know was that just as I came up, Weir separated himself from the group, evidently laboring under considerable excitement, and I heard him say to Lieut. Edgerly, his field Lieut: “Edgerly, mount D Troop and we will try and find Custer,” or words to that effect [he heard nothing of the kind, since Weir did not speak to Edgerly, who was some distance away, but went ahead with only his orderly to reconnoiter. Edgerly, believing that Weir had obtained permission to go ahead, followed him with the company]. I was told later by Lieut. Wallace that Weir and Reno had some hot words because Reno refused to advance until the packs came up, and that Weir’s action…was really an act of insubordination, and that it was suggested to Reno that he place Weir under arrest, but Reno did not seem disposed to do it. Weir’s action caused considerable comment both at the time and later during the summer [it did; but later it was adopted as an official movement so that it could be argued that an attempt had been made to unite with Custer].

[The Indian scouts on the left broke and ran] thus forcing McIntosh with G Troop to swing back into the timber, from which point they retreated a short time later. Much of this is hearsay on my part, as I had only just reached Reno with that when the break occurred, followed a few moments later by the retreat, in which I, riding some distance on the left flank of the retreating column, was thrown from my horse when he stumbled and fell, and in some miraculous way was able to reach the underbrush some distance below the real crossing. There were no Indians so far as I saw on that left flank. All of them were on the right flank, seeking to prevent Reno from retreating up the valley in the direction from whence he came, forcing him to turn sharply to the left, and forced him over a cut bank and out at a similar bank on the east side of the river. From where I lay, I could see that many of the men were having a hard time to force their horses over the bank, and an even harder time making the landing on the other side [if Dustin had ever been on the ground, he would have known that it was impossible to see any of this, due to intervening brush and trees]. The last of the column was barely across the river and lost to sight in one of several ravines leading to the bluffs, when Herendeen and I heard the three volleys fired by Custer’s command, and most of the Indians left Reno and disappeared down the valley in the direction of the firing. It was to this movement on their part that I always felt I owed my life, for had they remained in that vicinity the chances are that I would have been discovered and sent to join those who had already fallen. Shortly after this, when I crossed the river and made my way to the command on the cliffs, I did not encounter any Indians, but I did pass the body of Dr. DeWolf and the soldier to whom he had dismounted to give first aid on that retreat; both were dead [Goldin had now been everywhere and seen everything].

As to Weir’s conduct during the remainder of the time we were in the field, I know little or nothing, save that the relations between Weir and Reno and some of the other officers seemed strained. Weir never went to headquarters save when summoned…

Dustin wrote to Goldin on 17 November 1932 with reference to the story of Reno having suggested abandoning the wounded:

…You have undoubtedly heard the story circulated by General Godfrey about 1926 that Major Reno had out and out proposed to Benteen to abandon the wounded and retreat to the Yellowstone. This cruel and unpardonable story was to me preposterous, but it did not come to me until soon before Godfrey died, or I should have had something to say to him about it.

In a certain sense, this story was very old indeed, for Colonel Gibbon, in a published article in 1877 [see Appendix 3.34 & refer to B7.9], stated that “the wounded had in some way got the idea that they were to be abandoned.” Long, long ago, I think that I learned of certain matters which at the time did not impress me, but have come back to me with great force. It appears that Reno and Benteen were talking the night of the 25th about the possible contingency of being forced to leave the wounded if help did not come as there was a possibility of the same conditions being forced on the command that caused Reno to leave the bottom for the hills. This conversation was overheard by a sergeant, I think, and some other enlisted men. This was all the foundation for Godfrey’s story, given out nearly fifty years after the event and after neither Reno or Benteen were living to affirm or deny.

I cannot understand WHY an officer of Godfrey’s standing should have given out this tale unless afflicted by senile dementia.

Now, I ask, if you have any version of this story?…

Goldin replied:

19 November 1932…Not until quite recently did I ever hear that story of Reno’s proposition to Benteen to abandon the wounded and seek to turn back to the Yellowstone. I cannot believe it; the suggestion was not like anything I ever knew of Reno.

To me it sounds like other impossible statements made by Godfrey. In the first place, I have reason to know that at the time of the fight, nor at any other time, did Benteen have a very high opinion of Godfrey. This I gather from an extensive correspondence with Benteen after his retirement, as well as from impressions gained by a visit of several days at his home in Atlanta…I feel warranted in saying that Godfrey was the last officer in the regiment to whom Benteen would have told such a story even had it been true. Further than this, had there been anything to the story, isn’t it a safe bet that Godfrey or some other friend of Custer and an enemy of Reno would have brought that out in that court of inquiry?

The fact that it never was breathed until after Reno and Benteen were both dead in my judgment but adds to its falsity…

To me it has been more than passing strange that as one by one the officers who were in that engagement passed over the divide, Godfrey showed up in some new and theretofore unheard of bit of heroic service [this is patently untrue - Godfrey never painted himself as a hero].

Some day, as men dig deep for facts, many of these things are going to be exploded. I do not, of course, expect to live to see it, but come it will. I was not with Lieutenant Cooke while he rode with Reno’s column [in a response to a question by W.A. Graham, Goldin wrote: “On the day of the fight rode most of the time after the night march, near the Adjutant, wherever he went]. I have an indistinct recollection that Tom Custer was with him, but it is not entirely clear in my mind. I think the names of those of Custer’s command who left Reno before he crossed the river came out in the testimony at the court of inquiry…

As I now recall it, the Crow’s Nest was on the right of the trail as we came up out of the Rosebud Valley, and some little distance from it, just how far I am unable to recall, as I never back trailed over our march [of] that morning and the night before [the Crows Nest is to the left of the trail followed]…

Dustin replied on 9 January 1933, saying that he had considered the story preposterous and that it “seemed almost a crime to put forward such a story or to circulate it,” and that he was sorry that General Godfrey “in his old age” had allowed himself to be made a tool in the matter. In fact, it was Dustin who was being made the tool, or maybe the fool, for Goldin had proven himself once again to be a liar on a grand scale. Not only had he heard the story before, but he had heard it from Benteen himself, on the eve of the publication of Godfrey’s Century article. Benteen expected that one of the bombshells that Godfrey would drop would be the story of Reno’s proposition that Benteen had told him in 1881. Godfrey only referred to it rather elliptically: “The question of moving was discussed, but the conditions coupled with the proposition caused it to be indignantly rejected” and also “… and there was a time during the night of the 25th, when his (Reno’s) authority, under certain conditions, was to be ignored.”

This is what Benteen wrote to Goldin on 6 January 1892: “I expect Godfrey to say in his article that Reno recommended the abandonment of the wounded on the night of 25th, and of “skipping off” with those who could ride; well, so he did, to me, but I killed that proposition in the bud. The Court of Inquiry on Reno knew there was something kept back by me, but they didn’t know how to dig it out by questioning, as I gave them no chance to do so; and Reno’s attorney was “Posted” thereon.”

There is no way of knowing whether Benteen told the truth, but there is no question that he told it to Godfrey. Aside from Godfrey’s own statements made at the Order of Indian Wars dinner in 1930, Godfrey mentioned it in a letter to J.A. Shoemaker 2 March 1926: “… On June 28, as we were marching to Custer field to bury the dead, Benteen and I were riding together, apart from the rest of the command, and I said to him, ‘Benteen, it’s pretty damned bad.

“Benteen asked, ‘What do you mean?’ I replied, ‘Reno’s conduct.’ Benteen then faced me and said, with great earnestness, ‘God (my nickname among my fellows), I could tell you things that would make your hair stand on end. ‘I responded, What is it? Tell me.’ Just then some one rode up near us, and Benteen jerked his head…and said ‘I can’t tell you now.’ I asked, ‘Will you tell me some time?’ and he replied ‘Yes’…”

[On an 1881 fishing trip Godfrey was alone with Benteen and pressed him to tell whatever it was that he had referred to on 28 June 1876] “Well, on the night of the 25th Reno came to me after all the firing had ceased and proposed that we mount every man who could ride, destroy such property as could not be carried, abandon our position and make a forced march back to our supply camp. [The supply camp was on the Yellowstone River, at the mouth of the Powder, distant about 120 miles, map measurement]. I asked him what he proposed to do with the wounded, and he replied: ‘We’ll have to abandon those that can not ride.’ I said, ‘I won’t do it.’”

Benteen himself wrote Godfrey on 3 January 1886, after learning that Godfrey was considering writing a study of the Custer campaign. It is apparent that Benteen thought Godfrey would use the Reno story: “Don’t you think that Reno has been sufficiently damned before the country that it can well be afforded to leave out in the article the proposition from him to saddle up and leave the field of the Little Big Horn on the 1st night of fight?

“Don’t think that I would do it, but that he did so propose, there is no manner of doubt…”

Benteen had also mentioned the Reno proposal to at least one other officer of the 7th. Myles Moylan had just read Godfrey’s Century article, with which he does not entirely agree, even though he has not had time to do more than give it a quick once-over. In particular he defends Reno’s action in leaving the valley for the bluffs, but he emphasizes that: “I desire it to be understood that my defense of Reno is entirely confined to his act of taking his three troops out of the bottom. Of his personal conduct in the bottom or subsequently on the hill the least said the better. If what Col. Benteen told me at Meade in 1883 was true, and I know of no reason to doubt it, then Reno ought to have been shot…”

And lastly, but by no means least, Goldin himself related the abandon the wounded story in his own 1894 Army Magazine articles “On the Little Big Horn with General Custer,” although he did not single out Benteen for special mention: “During the early part of the fight, quite a number of the officers gathered near Major Reno’s ‘dug out’ talking over the situation, and in the course of this talk, Major Reno advanced the idea of abandoning the wounded and dismounted men, and skipping out [compare this language with Benteen’s letter to Goldin] with all who could ride; but for the honor of the old regiment, let it be said that it took less than a minute to effectually “sit down” on that cowardly suggestion.”

One wonders what Dustin and Brininstool and their cronies would have made of this portrayal had they known of it. No wonder Goldin not only denied knowing anything about the story, but suggested that Benteen would never have said anything of the kind, especially to Godfrey, even though he knew that Benteen had told Godfrey and had himself written the scene to which Godfrey, despite his intense dislike of Reno, would only allude.

15 March 1934…I was not with Reno on the bluffs until just about the time Benteen joined him as I did not dare try to cross the river until the Indians left Reno and moved down to join the attack on Custer, but I do know that we never saw or heard of any one joining us from the direction Custer had taken [this is in reference to Peter Thompson, and is untrue. Several other survivors mentioned Thompson, and others, coming in from that direction]. My troop was in the south from the end of the Black Hills Expedition in ‘74 until the spring of ‘76 when we came north to join the Terry column so that I never saw much of either Keogh or Tom Custer save at scattered intervals and while in the field, but knew by hearsay that the reputation you gave them [drunken brutes] was that generally understood in the regiment [another of Goldin’s ploys was to support the contentions of his chosen coterie, whether from truth or fantasy].

2 June 1934…I never knew Moylan, but according to his testimony, she must have been a sister of Calhoun’s, as the latter married a sister of Custer’s. We were never stationed at the same post with Moylan, so I knew but little about him save what I saw in the field and heard through camp rumors. He was not a popular officer, either with his men or his brother officers, and in the fight at the Little Big Horn earned the reputation of having a streak of yellow in him that made him all the more unpopular.

As to McIntosh, the only brother-in-law of his that I ever heard of was Lieut. Gibson of “H” Troop. They married sisters. The story as to his body being identified by a cuff link is to me a bit far fetched. I never knew “Tosh,” as we called him, to wear anything requiring cuff links save in garrison, and as he was stripped when we saw his body on the morning of the 27th, also scalped and otherwise mutilated, that part of the story is a bit like a fairy tale [it is however, true, McIntosh was identified by Gibson by means of a special gutta percha button found near the body]. On the morning of the 27th, Lieut. Wallace, Lieut. Hare and a number of enlisted men forded the river a short distance below where Reno crossed it on his retreat, moved up to the point of the crossing, identifying most of the men who fell at that point and then turned back, following substantially the line of the retreat. I pointed out to Wallace the point or near the point where I saw McIntosh’s horse fall with him, and near where we found the body which Wallace and Hare recognized - scalped stripped and mutilated as I stated above. I do not know who, if anyone in Gibbon’s command [it was Lieut. C.F. Roe - see his account of Gibson identifying the body via the button], later recognized the body, but never knew of his having any other brother-in-law save Gibson. We continued riding back along the line of the retreat, finally reaching the point of Reno’s stand in the bottoms, and on that ride identified the bodies of Bloody Knife, Isaiah Dorman and Charley Reynolds…

[CN] 3.43
 [CT] GOOD VOICED ELK, HUNKPAPA: INTERVIEW WITH WALTER CAMP, MAY 21, 1909, AT STANDING ROCK AGENCY

Walter Camp papers in the Robert S. Ellison Collection, Denver Public Library.

Good Voiced Elk, Hunkpapa, 56 years old. Harry McLaughlin interpreter. Custer got close enough to the river to fire into and over the tepees. As he was going down on the right side of the river, the Indians who had fought Reno were going down on left side, but Custer had somewhat the lead. Custer was making direct for the village as though to cross the river and come into the village, when the Indians went over and drove him back. Custer’s fight started about ½ hour after Reno’s retreat.

Jesse Pleets, interpreter. Good Voiced Elk says Custer’s men came down to the river and were driven back upon the ridge where all were killed. Custer’s men at all times were together in one body and at no time were they formed into a line or at intervals; neither did any part of them become detached for the purpose of holding any particular point. They were together in one body at all times and were killed as they were driven along. No stand was made until they got to the end of the long ridge and but few of these had their horses. The gray horses were all mixed in with the bays and other colors.

Those who broke from the end of the ridge and tried to get away by running toward the river were dismounted. There was a deep gully without any water in it. I saw many jump over the steep bank into this gully in their effort to escape, but these were all killed. There were probably 25 or 30 of them.

[CN] 3.44
 [CT] HAIRY MOCCASIN, CROW SCOUT: NARRATIVES FROM THE TEPEE BOOK 1916, AND AS RELATED TO WALTER M. CAMP FEBRUARY 23, 1911

Among the Crow scouts with Custer at the Little Horn, Curley was the most voluble and most oft-quoted in later years. Others of those scouts did make a contribution to the literature, however, because their statements were not as controversial as Curley’s they are not seen as frequently. Hairy Moccasin was one of the scouts who accompanied Custer down the bluffs toward Medicine Tail Coulee. He told a brief story which appeared in the Tepee Book in June, 1916 and also gave an interview to Walter Camp on 23 February 1911. Both narratives follow, with a minimum of editing, but with a brief commentary afterward. Camp’s comments are shown parenthetically.

THE 1911 INTERVIEW AS INTERPRETED BY ELI BLACK HAWK

…Before we had left the mouth of the Rosebud, I and two other Crows had been sent up the north bank of the Yellowstone, along with a company of cavalry, to scout the country and look for Sioux. We went as far as where Junction City is now, remained there one night and returned to mouth of Rosebud before Custer left there. We found no Sioux.

On the night of June 24 the officer in charge of the scouts took five Crows and Mitch Bouyer and went to a high place in Wolf Mountains. As soon as it came daylight enough to see, we saw smoke and dust in the valley of the Little Bighorn. The smoke indicated a village and the dust a pony herd. Half Yellow Face was not with us…

While up there we saw two Sioux with three horses, who traveled off toward the Little Bighorn.

When Custer separated from Reno he took four Crows, and Reno two. The idea in sending two with Reno was Crows were better informed of the country. Besides Bouyer and the four Crows there was no other scout or guide, either white, red, or half-breed. (Hairy Moccasin was positive and emphatic about this.)

Custer’s command as well as Bouyer and the 4 Crows saw Reno’s fight in the valley. Then Custer and command turned down south coulee into Medicine Tail Coulee and went down toward river and out onto flat. Two men were killed here, and the Sioux told me five years afterward that a single soldier rode his horse across the river into camp and was killed in the camp.

Here the soldiers got into the coulee which comes down from Custer ridge, and Mitch Bouyer told us we could go. Curley had left us at Weir peaks and cleared out of the country, and we did not see him again for about fourteen sleeps…

We went back on the trail up Medicine Tail and south coulees and along bluffs past Reno hill and on up nearly to Ford A, where we met the pack-train…

As we came along the bluffs a short distance north of the DeWolf marker, we met a dismounted soldier who had come up the bluffs, and he went along with us until we met the pack-train. We supposed this soldier had been in Reno’s fight in the bottom. From a high point (he was not clear whether it was Weir peaks or Sharpshooter hill) we watched the fight on Custer Ridge quite a while and satisfied ourselves that the soldiers over there were whipped and killed. (Says this was before they met the packs, and here he is probably indulging in fiction.)

Says that while going along the bluffs after leaving Custer they saw nothing of Reno’s command…)

We went back toward Tullock’s fork and struck a tributary of Little Bighorn or Big Horn running northwest and went down it to the Little Bighorn or Big Horn and next morning yelled across to Gibbon’s Crows that Custer’s command was surrounded and all killed…

THE TEPEE BOOK NARRATIVE, JUNE 1916

At that time I was twenty-four years old, and was an enlisted scout under Gen. Custer’s command. Mitch Boyer was our interpreter. I was sent ahead. Custer said, “You go and find that village.” I went to a butte at the head of Reno Creek, from where I could see the village. I reported the camp to Custer. He asked if any were running about away from the camp. I said “No.” We then came on down to the forks of Reno Creek. When we stopped there to divide up I could hear the Indians in camp shouting and whooping.

When we separated Half-Yellow-Face and White Swan were ordered to go with Reno. Goes Ahead, White-Man-Runs-Him, Curley and myself were ordered with Custer. We came down and crossed Reno Creek. Mitch Boyer was ahead with the four scouts right behind. Custer was ahead of his command a short distance behind us. Custer yelled to us to stop, then told us to go to the high hill ahead (the high point just north of where Reno later entrenched). From here we could see the village and could see Reno fighting. He had crossed the creek. Everything was a scramble with lots of Sioux. The battle was over in a few minutes. We thought they were all killed.

We four scouts turned and charged north to where Custer was headed for. Three of us stopped to fire into the village. We saw no more of Curley after that. I don’t know where he went. When we met Custer he asked, “How is it?” I said, “Reno’s men are fighting hard.” We went with the command down into a dry gulch where we could not see the village. Custer told Mitch Boyer to tell us to go back to the pack-train, which we did. We met Benteen’s command just south of where they afterward entrenched. We said to Benteen, “Do you hear that shooting back where we came from? They’re fighting Custer there now.”

We started to leave Benteen to join the Ree scouts who were quite a way back up the creek, but Benteen told us to stay, and we did. We went with him and helped dig entrenchments. The firing seemed to stop where Custer was, and the Sioux came toward us. Then Reno’s command came back to where we were entrenched.

Just before sundown the enemy drew off. We had been fighting quite a while. We three scouts got away and rode till we came to the Big Horn; but did not cross that night. It was dark and raining. The next morning some Crow scouts of Bradley’s command came along and followed us, where we had crossed the river. They joined us and we all rode to the main Crow camp, two sleeps away on Pryor Creek. This is the way it happened just as near as I can remember.

Hairy Moccasin was a young man at the time of the Custer Fight and his foregoing narrative was made when he was 59 years of age, the second when he was 64. There are no major discrepancies in the two accounts and where there are differences, I would be inclined to go with the earlier story. At least we know the bona fides of the interviewer and the name of the interpreter.

There are only a few points that require comment or clarification. Some other seeming differences are either minor or obviously errors in translation or transcription.

It is quite obvious that Curley had disappeared some time prior to the descent of Custer’s troops into “south coulee” (in Hairy Moccasin’s words). It is just as certain that Hairy Moccasin says the remaining scouts accompanied Custer down into that coulee, but it is not quite so easily established as to how far they went with the command. In the 1911 account, it seems that they went as far as either North Medicine Tail or Deep Coulee, while in the 1916 version they turned back in a “dry gulch.” I find the earlier account much more credible.

The stories disagree as to when the scouts saw Reno fighting. In the first version it occurs with Custer and his command also watching. In the second version, only Boyer and the Crows see the fight and they see Reno defeated. Then Hairy Moccasin, who had earlier said “We thought they were all killed,” tells Custer that Reno’s men are fighting hard. That certainly makes no sense, so it would seem that perhaps he actually saw them defeated on the return trip down the bluff. On the other hand, Hairy Moccasin tells us in the first account that the scouts didn’t see Reno’s troops on the return trip. This is patently ridiculous because the scouts told Benteen, when they met him on the bluffs just north of Ash Creek, where Reno was and in fact pointed out the way for Benteen. It was Benteen, not the pack-train, whom they met.

The stories of the other scouts can be found in Appendices 3.15/16, 3.40 & 3.116 and I would suggest that comparisons between them are necessary, before trying to determine exactly what they did, when they did it, where they went, what they saw and with whom.

[CN] 3.45
 [CT] HAIRY MOCCASIN, CROW SCOUT: INTERVIEW WITH WALTER CAMP JULY 17, 1910, AT CROW AGENCY

Walter Camp mss field notes, envelope 135 [unclassified] Indiana University, Lilly Library.

Says that when Custer separated from Reno he took Mitch Bouyer and three Crows. No other scout, white, Indian or half breed, was taken. Says Curley left before Custer separated from Reno. He recognized Billy Cross’ picture and said that he (Cross) went with Reno in the valley. Hairy Moccasin says that from the bluffs he saw Reno’s fight and retreat, and that the three Crows met the other soldiers (Benteen), who came up and joined Reno after the retreat out of the valley. Hairy Moccasin pointed out the vicinity of Ford A as the place where they met Benteen. Fenton Campbell was the interpreter. He could not interpret all of the questions I wished to ask, but the foregoing statements of Hairy Moccasin were unmistakable as he told them to me in English. He understood enough English to communicate that much.

[CN] 3.46
 [CT] JOHN HAMMON: ACCOUNT DATED FEBRUARY 28, 1898

Corporal John E. Hammon was a member of G Company [see Appendix 5.17] and served at the Little Horn. His narrative account is most well-known for its description of Custer’s body and burial, but it is full of interesting detail on virtually all aspects of the fights. It is reproduced here in its entirety, with neither commentary nor editing.

Cpl. John E. Hammon,

Troop G, 7th U. S Cavalry

This statement was made 28 February 1898.

Our troops were commanded by Col. Custer, and we started from the mouth of the Rosebud River, in Montana, June 23, 1876. Marched south up the Rosebud River, passing some of the camps of the hostile Indians, and following a large Indian trail. On the night of the 24th we went into camp, or bivouac, marching almost all night, until the trail left the Rosebud, and went west towards the Little Big Horn. A little after daylight on the morning of the 25th, officer’s call was sounded and the troops given their respective places in the column. Our force consisted of a little more than 600 troops including officers, there being twelve troops of cavalry. My First Lieutenant was Donald McIntosh, and Geo D. Wallace was Second Lieutenant. About six miles from the Little Horn River the command was split, Reno taking A, G and M Troops with orders to cross the Little Horn and attack the Indians, to drive everything before them and they would be supported by Custer. We crossed the Little Horn at a point east of the Indian village, which was about twelve miles above the mouth of the Little Big Horn, but could be only partially seen by the approaching troops; and we crossed it about three miles above the village. The troops were deployed as skirmishers. When within about three-fourths of a mile from the village, and about a quarter past ten o’clock a.m., June 25, orders were given to fight on foot and horses to be taken into the timber to our right. We were then traveling a little north of west. We advanced towards the Indian village, driving everything in front, until we were within two hundred yards of the village, where the. musketry got so hot that every man was taking advantage of every thing that came in his way. On looking for reinforcements we found that the Indians were crossfiring, and that we would have to get you of there. Orders were given to remount, and when that was done Reno said: “Boys, we’ve got to get out of here,” and with that the retreat began. The Indians were on each side of us at a distance of 100 to 200 yards apart, and we were virtually running a gauntlet, the Indians keeping up a rapid fire of rifle shooting as we went by. They had come out of the woods or brush, and out of an old swale to the south, making a flank movement on us in order to cut off our retreat. We were then retreating in a northeasterly direction, tuning our guns first to the right, then to the left, and shooting. at and being shot at by the Indians as we rushed by, they being at rest upon their horses, and in line on both sides of us. About 13 to 16 of our troops were killed in getting out. We crossed the river below where we had crossed before, and got up on the bill on the. north side, and there we stopped; and Benteen came up. This point was about a mile or a mile and a half north-east from where we made the first attack. Where Benteen came from, or where he had been; has been a mystery to many a soldier of the 7th Cavalry. We had left him at the place where the command split that forenoon as above stated. We waited on the hill until the pack train came up. Heavy firing was heard to the west, which we took to be Custer, knowing that he was in that general direction. We waited about half an hour for the pack train, when we made a forward movement toward the west in the direction of this firing, when upon coming to a large hill running north and south we were met by a big force of Indians lying on the top of the bill, and in ravines to the right and left, and were driven back to the hill where we had first waited for the pack train; the Indians immediately surrounding us. It was about three-quarters of a mile from the foot of the big hill, from which we retreated, back to the hill from which we made the last attack. We held our position there until the Indians quit firing about 9 o’clock p.m., or when we could see the flash of their guns. Then we immediately went to making breastworks with such tools as we had at hand, which were knives and forks and tin cups, tin plates, etc. 1 don’t believe there were over two shovels in the command. We were at work all night trying to make entrenchments with such means as we had. Very few of us got any sleep at all. During the night there were several false alarms given, and we would think that Custer’s column was coining back, or that other troops were coming; and we heard bugles sound, and we answered. They came from different directions, and usually from the north and east. We could imagine that we saw columns passing off towards the north-east, and would sound the trumpet to attract their attention. We afterwards concluded that these distant trumpet sounds were made by Indians who were using trumpets taken from the dead in Custer’s command. All during the night the Indians were yelling and having their dance with big bonfires, down the river in their camp. They were sounding their tomtoms; horses were neighing, dogs were barking, all through the night; and it was a sort of pandemonium kept up all night. We did not know anything about where Custer was during that night; and were expecting some word to be brought from Custer. It was on every man’s lips. “Where is Custer?” “Why don’t he come?” etc. Once in a while during the night we heard the crack of a gun in the direction of the Indians. The Indians had surrounded us on this hill from the time we retreated to that point. The next morning the Indians opened fire upon us, first from some hills higher up than we were, and to the north-west, then from all around us; their guns being heavier and of longer range than our own. They commenced before the break of day, and kept up a heavy musket fire until about 2:30 in the afternoon, when it became desultory, and ceased about 4:30 or 5 o’clock p.n.; and when it began to grow less they set fire to the grass to the south and in the neighborhood of the point from which we had made this retreat; and we began to see the Indian camp moving out. We could see them filing out to the southward and along the low ground on the opposite side of the river and moving eastward. We were without water on this bill until about 10 or 11 o’clock on the morning of the 26th.

My recollection is that there was only one man hit while going after water; this was Mike Madden, who was struck in the leg. All this time we were lying among dead horses and mules, and the stench was terrible, from these sources and from the hospital. We hadn’t slept during the preceding night, to amount to anything; were nearly worn out; the place was a very dusty, dry one.

In the evening of the 26th the firing practically ceased, and we moved out of that position and towards the river and reinforced on each side of a big ravine, and prepared for a morning attack. The next morning) the 27th, about half past 9 or 10 o’clock, we saw a column approaching from the west, but not knowing what it was there were two officers and three enlisted men - the officers being Lieut. Wallace, and Lieut. Hare and Varnum, am not positive which, and the men, Corporal Wallace of Troop G, Private Graham of Troop G, and myself - were sent for to go out and meet this body of troops or see what they were, we not knowing at that time whether they were Indians or soldiers. We got to the bottom of the hill by the river, and before crossing, Lieut. Wallace stopped and said, “Boys, this is a dangerous mission. But if those are Indians we may as well die here as up there.” We then crossed the river, and went to meet this column, which we found to be Gen. Terry’s command. Gen. Terry said to us as we rode up and saluted, “Where are the balance of the troops? We have found Custer and his entire party killed.” Gen. Terry had four troops of Second Cavalry, and six companies of the Seventh Infantry, with him, with one or two pieces of artillery. We then went to the camp, and moved to the south side of the river, where we went into camp again near the river in the timber, so that the men could have an opportunity to sleep; and for the first time since the morning of the 25th we had a soldier’s square meal of coffee, hard tack and bacon.

On the morning of the 28th, we went over to bury the dead of Custer’s command. We went about three miles to the north-west and in going there, again crossed the river to the north then went west. Upon arriving at the Custer battle ground each troop was marched in column of fours, dismounting, and each troop burying dead to a certain point, covering the whole battle ground. The men’s bodies were found all stripped, scalped, heads knocked in, and bodies mutilated. Many times in taking hold of a body to lift it into the grave the skin would slip from the wrists, or the shoulders became dislocated etc. Custer’s body was found at the western end of the field on a little knoll, a little to the south of its crest; 1ying on his back, head uphill, his left foot lying natural, his right heel lying upon a dead horse. His left hand was lying natural, his right lay out at right angles from the body at full 1ength, the hand twisted as if something had been wrenched out of it. There was a dead soldier lying under the ca1f of his right leg alongside of the dead horse. Three bullet holes were found on his person; one in the left side under the heart in the ribs; one in the left side of the head in the ear; the other in the right forearm. He was not scalped or mutilated a particle. Tom Custer, his brother, was found dead a little north of where Custer lay, and on top of the knoll. I did not see where he was hit, but he was scalped clear down around the ears, his skull mashed, and his abdomen slashed crosswise and longitudinally; and but for his initials on his left arm I would not have recognized him. Four men in G Troop buried Custer where it lay; and I signed the proofs of his death for the life insurance company, which was done on Powder River before Capt Smith of Gen. Terry’s staff, some six weeks or thereabouts afterwards.

As for relieving Custer, it was an utter impossibility. First, we didn’t know where he was; couldn’t see him. We had our pack train and our wounded men to take care of; and I believe if we had have got to him the whole command would have been killed. But if we had have had support from Benteen we might have forced our way through ‘the village, which would have drawn the fire from Custer and given him a chance to have got down and made a junction with us. On the other hand., by us retreating we saved our pack train, which would have fallen into the hands of the Indians, and our reserve ammunition for the whole command was on that pack train; and there would have been a big chance of us all being killed without the reserve ammunition. I think we had all told, 24,000 rounds of ammunition, and used in the neighborhood of 18,000 rounds in the fight.

The Custer battlefield proper was due north from the Indian village, and about one mile or a little more from it, and on the north or opposite side of the river; the village being along the southern bank of the river.

It was out of the question to send out scouts from Reno’s command, after Custer, because we didn’t know where he was. No attempt was made to send our scouts after him; and we were surrounded by Indians.

I believe that if the entire command had moved down the bottom where Reno went, and from which he retreated, we could have captured that village, and left the Indians destitute if we could not have whipped them; and there would not have been half as many men killed.

Before Custer’s body was buried, some one cut a lock of his hair and I think Gen. Terry took it; and he raised his hat off from his head, and as the tears rolled down his cheeks upon his beard, he said, “The flower of the American army is killed.”

[CN] 3.47
 [CT] JOHN E. HAMMON: INTERVIEW WITH WALTER CAMP, UNDATED

Walter Camp mss field notes, Box 3, Brigham Young Unversity.

Hammon says Goldin was one of the men who went down with Reno to find Hodgson’s body. Hammon says horse Comanche lay on top where monument now stands. Keogh must have been shot off him down in hollow and the horse followed on after the rest.

Ask Hammon about ravine of water route. Was it the first break in the bluffs up river from where Reno went up? Yes. Standing on Benteen’s ridge, was it the one directly toward the river, or the one running diagonally down to river and in direction down river? Diagonally down river.

Hammon told of Goldin going down to river with Reno during p.m. to help bury Hodgson, when there were no Indians there. This would seem to contradict Goldin’s statement about being in the timber. Hammon also said he did not think that Goldin was Custer’s orderly on June 25, although he could not be dead sure about that.

John E. Hammon was one of the men who signed Custer’s life insurance papers. He helped bury Custer. Custer was shot through head in left ear, through left breast and through right forearm. Hammon says Benteen came in and met Reno and unsaddled.

Dead on Custer Hill: Hammon said a great many of the men were scalped and otherwise mutilated in horrible ways. Tom Custer had deep gushes in thighs and was ripped open from backbone and around over the bowels, so that his bowels lay open. The back of his head was smashed in. Not sure, but thinks his breast also cut open. Only way he could be identified was by the initials tattooed on his arm.

Hammon said McIntosh took McCormick’s horse getting out of the timber. McCormick died at hospital, Ft. Meade, Sept 20, 1908, three days before I got there. Said one of the heads found in the village was that of J.J. McGinnis killed with Reno. Armstrong, killed with Reno, was also beheaded and his head stuck on a pole.

Water party: Hammon says first party that went had probably the 19 men, but all did not rush to get water. They went down through first deep ravine through bluffs south of place where Reno crossed in retreat. The mouth of this ravine comes out at level of water in river, and 10 or 15 ft from river’s edge. First party had camp kettles and these were hit with bullets. Men would work down, some carrying pails and canteens, and others guns to protect the water carriers.

About noon of the 26th second party went, about an hour later. Madden was with another water party and was wounded in leg. Hammon started with Windy Campbell and took canteens and held them down with both hands. Had to rush to river quick and got then in crossfire. Campbell turned back and backed out. …

Lieut. Wallace, Hare, Corporal Wallace, G Troop, Private Graham, G Troop, and John Hammon, G Troop, went down to meet Terry and Gibbon and their command when they came up on morning of the 27th, and Terry told them first news of Custer being killed.

Hammon met band of Rees going off with drove of Sioux ponies and mules. They passed the pack train as it was going toward Reno, after Knipe had taken message to it. Knipe also speaks of passing them.

[CN] 3.48
 [CT] WILLIAM G. HARDY: INTERVIEW WITH WALTER CAMP, UNDATED

Walter Camp mss field notes Battle of Little Bighorn 1876 II, Indiana University, Lilly Library

Saw Cooke at river when Reno forded. Cooke was in the river. Guidon that DeRudio tried to get was thrown away by Fehler when he came out of the timber. Fehler had an unruly horse and could not get guidon in boot. DeRudio rode over and dismounted and tried to get it when his horse jerked away from him.

Parker and Driscoll lay on riverside of hogback on ground a little higher up than Cooke. Trumpeter Fisher of M Co. is the man whose stirrup Hodgson grabbed. Moody killed in river on retreat. Indians charged Benteen on foot. Saw Hanley and McGuire head off the mule. Saw the man on foot but did not know his name [Peter Thompson?].

Says only a few men between Custer and the gully. In the gully men were lying on top of one another. Could see where they ran down one side and tried to scramble up the other side. Says Comanche was not Keogh’s regular horse, but one belonging to McGuiness, and Keogh had him this day as an extra horse. McGuiness was left sick at Lincoln. The gray horse found on battle-field was taken to Ft. Lincoln and children used to ride him. His name was “Nap.” Found Drinan’s horse wounded in back and he had to be killed. In 1877 Hardy was Chief Trumpeter and he was not with A Co…

French was rear guard on June 24. Old Comanche died at Ft. Riley. Dropped dead after being led to Junction City and return for exercise by Winchester. On way back Winchester rode too fast and overheated the old horse. Francis M. Reeves shot through body and knocked off his horse before Hardy got mounted up. He fell off horse and got on again and rode out of bottom.

Hardy says Boss Custer was with the five cos when Reno separated, and Boss said he was going to where the fighting would be [Boston was actually on his way to the packs to get a fresh horse]. Haddon had Boss Custer’s extra pony. Boss had two Indian ponies. Hardy heard “Yankee” Korn’s story - claimed to have rode through village, past skirmish ground, and up the bluffs. Korn told this to Hardy at the time. Heard of C Co. man found five miles from Yellowstone. Says Bustard of I Co. had DeLacy’s horse and this horse was found dead on village side of river near ford…

Ask Hardy about shadow seen passing southward over to the east of Reno’s men on hill after dark on night of June 26. Was seen by a large number of men and thought to be a body of horsemen. Some thought it was Custer or Terry and some thought it to be the Indians coming back. Hardy blew trumpet calls to attract their attention.





[CN] 3.49
 [CT] LUTHER RECTOR HARE: TESTIMONY AT THE RENO COURT OF INQUIRY, 1879

Second Lieutenant Luther R. Hare served as an assistant to Charles Varnum, with the Scout Detachment, at the Little Horn, having been seconded to that duty on the evening of 24 June. He was in the valley fight and in the fight on the hilltop, serving as adjutant to Major Reno after Hodgson’s death during the retreat He was prominent in the withdrawal from Weir Point, assisting Godfrey in covering the retreat of the main command and had distinguished himself previously when the remnants of the Reno battalion first reached the top of the bluffs.

Hare was called as a witness by the Recorder and his testimony is presented herewith in its totality, with a minimum of editing and comment.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) State your name, rank, regiment, and where serving.

A) My name is L. R. Hare. I am a First Lieutenant of the 7th United States Cavalry, serving at Fort A. Lincoln.

Q) State what duty you were on, on the 25th and 26th of June 1876 - where and with what command.

A) I was serving with the 7th Cavalry. I was on duty with the scouts under Lieutenant Varnum. Lieutenant Colonel G.A. Custer was in command of the 7th Cavalry.

Q) Was Major Reno with that command, and, if so, in what capacity?

A) He was with the command in the capacity of major of the regiment, second in rank to General Custer.

Q) State whether or not Major Reno had command of a separate column on the 25th and 26th of June 1876.

A) He had command of a battalion of three companies a portion of the time.

Q) Did that column push ahead of General Custer’s column? If so, state by whose order and the circumstances that gave rise to the order.

A) Colonel Reno’s battalion went ahead of General Custer’s about five miles from where Colonel Reno crossed the Little Big Horn. It was done by General Custer’s order.

Q) State what gave rise to that order.

A) My attention had been called to some Indians ahead by our scouts, and I spoke to General Custer about it. He told me to take the Indian scouts and go ahead and he would follow. The Indians refused to go and he ordered them dismounted and turned around to Adjutant Cooke and told him, as the Indians would not go ahead, to order Major Reno with his battalion ahead.

Q) State whether this was near the Indian tepee on that bank of the river.

A) It was within one hundred yards of this tepee and about five miles from the river [Hare’s estimate of the distance is too high – see map M.7].

Q) What did Major Reno and his command do on receipt of the order?

A) They started ahead immediately at an increased gait. It was a fast trot.

Q) How long was the command in reaching the river?

A) Twenty or twenty-five minutes.

Q) State what the command did upon arriving at the river. Was there any halt or stoppage at the head of the column?

A) There was a halt of the head of the column and some of the men were watering their horses when I passed them. I was delayed some time, and did not pass them till I reached the ford. When I reached there, some of the men were watering and some were halted.

Q) Where was it that you first saw any body of mounted Indians or warriors?

A) From the top of the little knoll, about two hundred yards from this tepee. I saw forty or fifty Indians on a rise between us and the Little Big Horn. They had evidently discovered us for they disappeared right away. When I came down to the ford I saw Major Reno on the right bank. I merely glanced at him. He was standing there.

Q) After crossing the river, state whether you saw any hostile Indians. If so, when and what they were doing, and in what number.

A) I crossed the stream and rode out to the edge of the timber. I could see some Indians driving in some ponies downstream and to my left. I was at the edge of the timber long enough to fix my saddle blanket, and when I mounted the head of the column was coming up out of the edge of the timber. I rode off, three or four hundred yards in front of the column and to the left, and, shortly after, the command left the edge of the timber and formed in column by bugle call - that is, I heard a bugle call or a trumpet call. The command moved down the valley to within a short distance of the timber and it was there dismounted and a skirmish line was thrown out. Up to the time the command was dismounted there were probably fifty or more Indians riding up and down in front and firing. As soon as the skirmish line was dismounted, four or five hundred came out of a coulee which was about four hundred yards in front of us. These Indians moved down in the left and rear.

Q) How far were you ahead of the command when it halted, and what view did you have of the Indian village?

A) I could see the top of the tepees at the upper part of the village. I saw probably four or five hundred tepees.

Q) What position did you have in reference to the line?

A) A little in front and probably 200 yards to the left near the foothills.

Q) State whether during the time you were coming down the valley any Indians were moving out towards Major Reno’s command, that you saw.

A) They were riding their ponies around in front stirring up a dust, and there was a big dust in the village.

Q) Did any Indians appear to be advancing towards him before the command halted?

A) They would ride up and back again, back and forth.

Q) Was his movement down the bottom opposed by any Indians? Were there any Indians between him and the point where the command was deployed?

A) If there were any, they were very few.

Q) When the command halted, how near were the Indians to the position you were in?

A) Not over 300 yards, probably not over 200.

Q) What was the nature of the fire when the command halted, from how many Indians and how near?

A) As fast as they came out of the coulee, they opened fire on the command from their horses. They would ride around and fire as they went.

Q) Riding around where?

A) To the left; they would go out in the foothills and come down again.

Q) Was that the principal move the Indians appeared to be making?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did any large body of Indians remain in front of the line?

A) Yes, sir. During the time we were in the bottom there were always Indians in front, that is, downstream.

Q) How far were the Indians, and in what numbers, that engaged Major Rends line that was in position in the bottom there?

A) There were different numbers. They kept running about all the time changing position. I estimate that there were 200 Indians in his front constantly, probably more.

Q) Go on and describe all that occurred, within your range, in reference to the disposition of the troops, the orders given by Major Reno, the movements of the Indians, up to and including the time the command left the timber or woods.

A) I did not hear Major Reno give any order while I was in the bottom. The Indians worked around to our rear and the first I knew that we were going to leave there my man came to me with my horse, and told me they were leaving. The left of the skirmish line was thrown back, I don’t know by what tactical movement it was executed, but the left of the line was thrown back to the vicinity of the timber.

Q) Where did you go then?

A) I stayed in one place. I sat down on the right of the line near the edge of the timber where I first came in, and I was there during the entire time. I had no command. The Indians had all left me and I sat there firing an occasional shot when I got a chance.

Q) State if you were as near or nearer to the Indians than the troops generally.

A) Probably a little nearer.

Q) State if you had as good a view from your position as the others had.

A) No, I would not have as good a view as the troops farther out on the line.

Q) After they swept into the timber, how then?

A) I would have as good a view as anybody.

Q) State what notice you had, if any, that the command was going to leave the timber, or how you happened to go.

A) My man, leading my horse, came to me and said the command was leaving. That was all the notice I had of it.

Q) What would have been the result if your man had not come to you with that intelligence at that time? Would you have joined the command, or been left in the timber?

A) I should probably have been left in the timber.

Q) Who was that man?

A) Private Clear of Company K. He was killed.

Q) While Major Reno’s command was at or near the timber, before you left, how near did the Indians approach, and in what numbers? I mean in anything like a body or force.

A) They covered the ground from about 200 to 250 yards and to the foothills in front and to the left. They were scattered all over as Indians usually are.

Q) From your position, having the means of knowing what was going on, what would you estimate as the average number of Indians that engaged Major Reno’s command there?

A) They would fire, and ride around, and fire again.

Q) What do you estimate the average number firing?

A) It would be a very loose guess. If one-fourth of them fired constantly, then I would say 250 were firing all the time, because I would say there were 1000 Indians there.

Q) What was the character of the firing; did it come from 1000 at a time, or only from a part of that number?

A) Only from a part.

Q) How many?

A) I would say about 200.

Q) State if you saw Major Reno any time after the command was halted and before it retreated and what orders did he give, if any?.

A) I only saw him once, moving down the line about 50 yards off. I heard him give no orders. He was then dismounted.

Q) From the time the command was first halted and deployed as skirmishers, how long was it till the command left the timber on the retreat?

A) Between 30 and 40 minutes.

Q) Go on and describe what you saw of the movements of the command on the retreat, from the time it left the timber till it got to the crossing of the river. State everything you saw and heard, and every circumstance with it that was brought to your knowledge.

A) When I rode onto the bench, the three companies were individually together, well closed up. The companies seemed to be moving independent of each other. They formed three angles of a triangle, A Company on one side, G Company on another, and M Company on the other, and they were going at a fast gallop when I first saw them. I thought at first it was a charge, but after I had gone some fifteen or twenty yards I saw they were making for the bluff on the other side. I caught up with them at the crossing. There was considerable disturbance and confusion there, and for that reason, I went below [downstream], and jumped my horse into the stream off a bank about six or eight feet high.

Q) State what the hostile Indians were doing during that retreat. On which side did they approach the troops, if at all?

A) I know of none being on the left flank. They were scattered along on the right flank from 50 to 100 yards away.

Q) State whether any troops covered that retreat, if so, what troops and by whose order.

A) I don’t know of any.

Q) Did anybody appear to be in the rear trying to keep the Indians back?

A) I saw no efforts of that kind.

Q) Was there any effort made at the river to keep the Indians back or was it everyone get over as soon as possible?

A) There were no troops covering the crossing that I saw.

Q) Where were the hostile Indians at the time the troops were crossing and what were they doing?

A) There were Indians on the right flank from 75 to 100 yards off firing into the command as it crossed.

Q) Was their fire returned then by any troops at all?

A) I don’t remember that it was.

Q) If it had been would you not have noticed it?

A) I would.

Q) State if any large force of Indians pursued the troops to the river, if so, in what numbers.

A) They were scattered all along from the timber to the river. I supposed those in the rear, as soon as the command got away, would follow it up, but after I got on the hill I looked back and there were not a great many Indians in the bottom.

Q) What became of the great mass of the force?

A) After we got on the hill probably 100 remained about there after Captain Benteen came up.

Q) State how that movement from the timber to the river impressed you at the time, as a charge, a retreat or a run.

A) I did not think it was a run, but it was a pretty fast retreat.

Q) Now state whether any trumpet or bugle calls were sounded in the timber after the troops took position there, before the command left the timber.

A) I did not hear any.

Q) Was any sounded to warn the command what the movement was to be?

A) If there was I did not hear it.

Q) If there had been were you in a position to hear it?

A) I think I should have heard it.

Q) Describe the movement of the command, from the crossing to the hilltop. State if you saw Major Reno and what he was doing. What orders or instructions did he give at that time?

A) I did not get up the hill till most of the men had got to the top. When I got there Captain Moylan was completing the skirmish line [see Chapter 6]. Major Reno was standing there. I heard him give no orders but he was standing there where he could supervise the formation.

Q) Was there an engagement going on at the time, or had it stopped?

A) There were a few shots being fired from the Indians on the right bank. They killed 3 or 4 men near there.

Q) Were they killed going from the crossing to the hilltop or after they got on the hilltop?

A) Our contract surgeon was killed near the top of the hill. The man I had with me was killed near the edge of the river.

Q) Where did the fire come from?

A) The Indians on the bluffs on the right bank of the river.

Q) What was the condition of the command at the time it reached the top of the hill, whether demoralized and disheartened, or the reverse.

A) Well, the command was necessarily scattered, but I don’t think it was demoralized, from the very prompt way in which they rallied and formed. Before I got to the top of the hill I heard Lieutenant Varnum calling to the men to halt, and when I got there Captain Moylan was forming his skirmish line. I didn’t hear Major Reno say anything.

Q) What would have been the effect on Major Reno’s command had the Indians to the number of a thousand followed it to the hilltop?

A) I think they would have got them all if they had stayed long enough. I don’t think they could have got them all, though, before Colonel Benteen got up.

Q) Do you think a command of seventy-five men was in a condition to have resisted all those Indians until Colonel Benteen came up?

A) Yes, sir, I do. They could have got ammunition out of their saddle pockets.

Q) Was or was not that command, in view of its condition and losses, less able to protect itself there than in the timber it had left?

A) No, sir. The position on the hill was a much better position than the position in the timber.

Q) Then with a loss of about 30 men going across the bottom, you think the command was in a better condition there to resist the attack of 1000 Indians than it would have been in the timber without the loss of those men?

A) I think the difference in the position would more than compensate for the difference in the number of men.

Q) I am not asking with reference to Captain Benteen’s command, but that particular command of Major Reno.

A) Yes, sir. That is my opinion.

Q) How long, in your opinion, with the ammunition Major Reno’s command then had, could it have kept the Indians off in the timber?

A) If they had charged on him the command could not have stood it but a few minutes, but Indians don’t do that. I think we could have stood them off about 30 minutes by using the ammunition judiciously.

Q) How much ammunition were the men ordered to carry, and was the order general in reference to the entire command?

A) As I remember it, the order to the company commanders was for each man to carry his belt full of cartridges, and enough in his saddlebags to make it 100.

Q) You have stated you were in the timber in as close proximity to the Indians as any other part of the command. State how many rounds of ammunition you expended firing at the Indians.

A) About a dozen.

Q) About how many rounds of ammunition had the men expended before they left the timber?

A) I don’t know.

Q) Did you hear the firing of the men?

A) The firing was continuous from the time they dismounted till they left the bottom, and they probably expended about 40 rounds per man.

Q) Of those engaged do you mean, or all?

A) I refer to the men engaged on the skirmish line.

Q) Now with a cool and judicious expenditure of the remainder of the ammunition, state how much longer they could have remained in the timber before it would become necessary to retire on account of the want of ammunition. Take into consideration the amount of ammunition the command had when it went into action and how much had been expended.

A) By using the ammunition judiciously, it would probably last an hour longer, though that would depend a great deal upon the action of the Indians.

Q) If the Indians had come very much nearer, and the ammunition had been used judiciously, it would doubtless have disabled many of them?

A) I judge it would.

Q) How long was it after Major Reno’s command got on the hill before it was joined by Captain Benteen’s column?

A) I think it was about fifteen minutes.

Q) Had all the men got to the top of the hill when you got there?

A) I think they were all there.

Q) Did you see the men going up the hill as you went up?

A) I saw several ahead of me.

Q) State how long it was from the time Major Reno left General Custer at the tepee, till Major Reno and Captain Benteen united their forces on the hill.

A) About an hour and a half.

Q) After reaching the top of the hill, what orders, if any, did Major Reno give you at the time? State all that you saw and heard with reference to Major Reno’s command until the close of that day.

A) As soon as we were joined by Captain Benteen’s column, Major Reno sent for me and told me to go and find out where the pack train was, and get it up as soon as possible. I went back about a mile and a half, met the pack train and told them to hurry up as soon as possible and cut out the ammunition as soon as possible, and send it ahead. I came back ahead of the pack train. When I reported to Major Reno he told me to go and tell Captain Weir, who had gone while I was gone for the pack train, to open communication with General Custer, and he would follow as soon as the pack train came up. After I delivered the order to Captain Weir, I returned to the command and met it coming downstream. I suppose the command moved about a mile downstream when they got to a high hill, the highest point around there, the Indians returned and attacked them. Major Reno said that position would not do to make his fight on and he selected a point further up on the bluff, and ordered Captain Weir’s and Captain French’s companies to cover the retreat back to that point. He covered the retreat within a few hundred yards of the line when Captain Godfrey’s company was dismounted. When I came back I came with Captain Godfrey’s company. His company was put in position on the downstream side, and I suppose the others were on the other side. The command was placed in an elliptical form with the horses corralled in the center. There was very little firing in the command that night on the line I was on, the men were lying down in position, lying there and taking the fire of the Indians [see Chapter 6]

Q) How long did it take you to go back after the pack train and ammunition? How long were you gone?

A) I was gone probably 20 minutes.

Q) Did you see the ammunition packs come up?

A) No, I got back before any of the packs came up. I rode to the pack train and back as fast as I could [Hare had borrowed Godfrey’s horse for this task].

Q) State how long it was after Captain Benteen’s command came up and united with Major Reno, before the movement was made that you speak of downstream in the direction that General Custer was supposed to be.

A) I was not with the command when it started.

Q) Give your judgment of the time basing it on the time you were gone down there.

A) It was fully three-fourths of an hour.

Q) State, if you know, what evidences there were that General Custer’s column had gone in that direction, that you should receive orders to go and tell Captain Weir to open communication with him.

A) The supposition was that General Custer would support Major Reno by following him up. He knew that he had not done that. There was plenty of time for him to follow Major Reno and everybody supposed that he would attack the village somewhere - if he did not follow up, he would attack it somewhere else, and that was the only other way he had of going to the village, and in addition to that I heard firing down there.

Q) Describe the firing – when it was, where you were when you heard it, and how long it lasted, and all you know about it.

A) It was just after Captain Benteen came up with his command. My attention was called to it by Captain Godfrey. He asked if I heard that volley. I said yes, I heard two distinct volleys, that was just before I started for the pack train.

Q) What impression did it make on your mind at the time, or on the mind of the command, as far as you observed?

A) I thought he was having a very warm time.

Q) I wish you to state whether or not a general movement could have been made in the direction General Custer was supposed to be immediately after the arrival of Captain Benteen’s column.

A) They could have left, but they wanted the pack train up.

Q) Do you know how many men Captain McDougall had with the pack train?

A) He had about 45 men of his own and 6 men of the company I was attached to. I don’t know about the others.

Q) Did he not have a non-commissioned officer and 6 men?

A) No, sir. A non-commissioned officer and 5 men. He might have had more from the other companies.

Q) How did his force compare with the force Major Reno had when he went into the bottom?

A) I expect Captain McDougall had about 120 men, perhaps not over a hundred. I don’t know how many he did have.

Q) How many wounded men were on the hill there at that time?

A) I don’t know.

Q) Were there any wounded brought up out of the bottom?

A) I saw wounded men on the hillside.

Q) After Major Reno got on the hill did they [the Indians] follow him up, or did they appear to abandon the attack on him?

A) I only saw three or four when I got on the hill when I first got up there.

Q) State, if you know, where the column was turned back moving downstream in the direction of Captain Weir, whether on account of its being engaged with the Indians or for some other purpose.

A) They could see the Indians coming from downstream in great numbers, and I heard Major Reno say he did not think that a good position to make a stand. It was very evident we would have to fight for it.

Q) State, if you can, where Major Reno went at the time that movement was made, did he go to the position Captain Weir occupied?

A) He was going to that highest point when I went away.

Q) Was that the point that Captain Weir occupied?

A) No. He went to the right of it. There are two divides. Captain Weir went to the one to the right and Major Reno went to the one on the left, a little further downstream [Reno was never that far].

Q) Describe their relative position in respect to the river.

- The witness indicated on the map by the figure “5” the position occupied by Major Reno and by the figure “6” that occupied by Captain Weir [see map M.7].

Q) Which was the most advanced position?

A) They were about perpendicular from the river, but Captain Weir had to go back to the rear by a ravine before he could come to the position occupied by Major Reno.

Q) How did he join Major Reno’s command?

A) He came back and headed off a little coulee.

Q) Did he come back and join Major Reno’s column on the hill marked “5?”

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State whether or not it was generally believed by Major Reno’s command, or by yourself, that General Custer would send Major Reno’s command to attack the Indians and he himself remain out of it.

A) There was not such an expectation or belief.

Q) State whether, to your knowledge or belief, any orders, advices, were received by Major Reno that General Custer would not support him in his attack.

A) I don’t know anything about it. There was nothing of that kind to my knowledge.

Q) State whether or not an attack on the flank by General Custer’s column would have been supporting Major Reno’s attack.

A) That is altogether owing to the disposition the Indians made. As it was, it was not a support. It did not amount to anything [there was no flank attack – see Chapter 7].

Q) How do you arrive at that conclusion?

A) The results of the battle show it.

Q) Do you know just where General Custer attacked with reference to where Major Reno attacked?

A) I do not.

Q) State what orders, other than those you speak of, were given by Major Reno in reference to the movement down the right bank of the stream in the direction Captain Weir had taken.

A) I was not there when the command moved, and did not hear any other orders except the command to move back.

Q) Did the rest of the command reach the Indians there?

A) Captain Weir and Captain French were the only ones who engaged the Indians till within 3 or 4 hundred yards of the final stand. Then Captain Godfrey engaged them.

Q) How long was it, after the command got back, before the general attack on the part of the Indians began that afternoon?

A) Right away.

Q) Had the firing been going on before that?

A) Yes, sir. Captain Godfrey held them in check until the rest of the command got into position.

Q) How long a time intervened after Captain Weir left to go to that point, till the general engagement began?

A) It was about an hour and a half.

Q) State after the command had taken position after the advance that afternoon, what officer, if any, gave general directions and seemed practically to be in command, and what was he doing, if anything.

A) The command was all in position and there were no orders given, there was no necessity for any.

Q) Who put the command in position?

A) I don’t know.

Q) Who selected the position?

A) I heard Captain Benteen say to Major Reno that he thought that the best position to make a stand, and Major Reno answered that he thought so, too.

Q) After that command was in position, were there not officers putting men in position and making preparations to resist the attack?

A) I saw Captain Weir, when Captain Godfrey first got in, disposing men behind a ridge, and Captain Godfrey was around there putting his men in position.

Q) Had the firing begun?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Where was Major Reno at that time?

A) I don’t think I saw him there.

Q) About that time where did you see him?

A) He was on the left of Captain Weir’s company when I saw him.

Q) What was he doing?

A) Not anything.

Q) What was he doing?

A) Lying down.

Q) Behind anything?

A) No, sir. There was not anything, except a ridge.

Q) Was that time you saw Major Reno as you have described about the time you saw the officers getting the men into position?

A) No, it was some time after.

Q) Did you see Major Reno during the time those officers were putting the men into position as you have stated?

A) I do not remember.

Q) Where did you next see Major Reno and what was he doing then?

A) The next morning early, right after reveille, he was making some disposition on the line.

Q) Did you see him between the time you speak of and the afternoon of the 25th and the next morning?

A) I did not.

Q) Where were you?

A) I was asleep.

Q) During the entire night?

A) Yes, sir. I slept all night till reveille.

Q) Go back to the timber, and give a description of the timber with reference to the stream, plain and hostile village.

A) There was very little large timber there, it was mostly underbrush. The basin or park was about 200 yards wide and the north bank four or five hundred yards long where it runs into the river. There is a cut bank downstream and there is a bend on the other side continuing to where the river makes this cut bank, in this there is a little park containing about ten acres of ground.

Q) Take this vacant spot on the map and see if it would answer the description in your mind of the place mentioned.

A) No. It is all covered with underbrush. There may be a little grade, I didn’t know.

Q) Describe the bench around the plain, whether it extends from the river below to the river above, or how near it comes to it.

A) The bench runs right into the river downstream. Upstream I don’t know how it was. I’m not certain.

Q) Does the timber widen below there, or does it narrow into the river?

A) It must narrow in towards the river.

Q) With reference to the hostile village, as known to you then or afterwards, how far was that from there, and what view did you have of the village?

A) We could not see the village down on the bottom.

Q) Go up on the bank - could you see the village from there?

A) You might have seen the tops of the tepees, but I don’t think you could.

Q) How far was it from the village where you were?

A) Probably 600 yards from the first tepee.

Q) How did the village extend, out towards the foothills or downstream?

A) It was right downstream in the valley for three or four miles [see map M.7].

Q) State whether that position of Major Reno’s command threatened the village.

A) It did.

Q) State whether that position would hold the bulk of the Indians in front of him or around his position.

A) I don’t know what it might do. I don’t think it did hold the bulk of them there. I don’t think there was at any time one thousand Indians around them.

Q) He kept about a thousand around him there?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State whether or not that timber was tenable for defense.

A) It was a very good position.

Q) For Major Reno’s command?

A) Yes, sir, a good position for any command.

Q) State on what you base your opinion.

A) The bench or second table was five or six feet above the level of the park, and ran directly around the park, and men in behind there were protected by the edge of the bluff.

Q) State whether or not Captain Benteen, with 120 men, and Captain McDougall with about the same number, could have joined Major Reno in that timber.

A) I think Captain Benteen could have done it. I don’t think Captain McDougall could.

Q) State why in either case.

A) In either case they would have had to charge to get there and Captain McDougall, having the pack train, could not have charged.

Q) State if Captain McDougall did not have the greater part of the ammunition of the command.

A) He had 24,000 rounds besides what his men carried on pack mules.

Q) How many pack mules did he have in his train altogether?

A) I think there were 140.

Q) Would not the effect of Captain Benteen’s column joining Major Reno in the timber been such that it would render it more practicable for Captain McDougall to get in?

A) No, sir. I think not. As soon as they got in to Major Reno, the Indians would have closed in around him again.

Q) Could not Captain McDougall with his command have kept along the bluff on the right bank of the river, along on a high elevated position.

A) Yes, sir, but I don’t think he could have got down the bluff.

Q) Why not?

A) I think 20 Indians could have kept him back or else got his pack mules.

Q) State whether or not it was known by Major Reno’s command that Captain Benteen was in the rear, from the movement made before in the morning, and the direction taken.

A) I don’t know whether it was or not.

Q) Did you have any impression about it? You knew that Captain Benteen went off with a part of the command.

A) I did not know till he told us that he had gone off. I left the command 20 miles from the ridge.

Q) You did not know but that Captain Benteen was with General Custer?

A) I did not know where he was. I knew he was not with Major Reno.

Q) Did you not hear remarks by the men and officers where Captain Benteen’s command was?

A) No, sir. I did not hear a word about them till I saw them come up.

Q) State whether or not Major Reno remained in the timber till all hope had vanished, and state why.

A) I think all hope of support from General Custer had vanished.

Q) Support from what direction?

A) From the rear, for the reason that he could not have been very far behind Major Reno, and we could look up the stream two miles, and if he was going to support him from that direction he had plenty of time to do it.

Q) That being the case, state whether you believe Major Reno’s command left the timber because General Custer’s command had not come to support him, or whether it left for any other cause, and state what.

A) I don’t know why it left there.

Q) What was the opinion of the officers in regard to leaving the timber?

A) My own private opinion, at the time, and my subsequent opinion, was that if we stayed there much longer we would be shut in so that we could not get out.

Q) How much longer?

A) Say 20 minutes.

Q) In 20 minutes after the command left there, how many Indians were in the vicinity of Major Reno’s command? Say within rifle range or within one thousand yards.

A) As soon as Major Reno’s command got to the top of the hill, or shortly after, most of the Indians left and went downstream. When Captain Benteen came up there were 100 or 150 Indians in the bottom still.

Q) What were they doing?

A) Taking care of their dead and wounded there.

Q) Could you distinguish whether they were warriors or squaws?

A) They were on ponies and I presume they were warriors.

Q) Don’t you know squaws ride ponies as well as warriors?

A) I have seen them ride ponies.

Q) Could you distinguish whether they were warriors, or old men and women?

A) I could not distinguish - it was too far.

Q) State what the orders he gave there in the timber, or the movement itself there, indicated to your mind whether coolness, courage and judgment on the part of the officers ordering the movement of overpowering necessity, or the reverse. State what the movement indicated.

A) My impression was that Major Reno thought that we would be shut up in there and the best way to get out of there was to charge.

Q) How did the whole thing impress you at the time?

A) If he was going to get out of there I thought that the best way to do it, and I still think so.

Q) How did the matter impress you at the time leaving the “if’ out?

A) I think, and thought so at the time, that it was the best way to get out of there, the best tactical movement to get out of the bottom.

Q) You mean if you were going to get out of the bottom, that was the best way to get out?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) I want to get at how the movement in getting out of the timber struck you.

A) It did not strike me as absolutely necessary at the time.

Q) With 1000 Indians around that command at the time of leaving and going to the hill, and not knowing whether it would get any assistance or not, which would you have considered the most dangerous - to stay there, or go out where the thousand Indians could ride you down?

A) We could see the bluffs very plainly and that was a better position than the one we were in.

Q) But if the command had been pursued and attacked by that 1000 Indians, what would naturally have been the result?

A) They would all have been killed, if they kept it up long enough.

Q) If 1000 Indians had followed that column and closed up upon it, how long would it have lasted under the circumstances?

A) I don’t think it would have lasted ten minutes.

Q) How long do you think it would have lasted in the timber, 20 minutes? Is that your belief?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State from what you saw of the Indian village, on the 25th or 26th of June or after, what you estimate the number of lodges it contained, and what the effective fighting force, and state fully the evidence upon which you base your estimate.

A) I was with the battalion that burned the tepee poles after the fight. I counted 40 lodges at a place where I stood, and estimated the area of that, and from that I estimated the whole of the village. I estimate that there were 1500 lodges and 500 wickiups, making a fighting force of 4000 men and that is a very low estimate.

Q) Did you take into consideration in that calculation the entire area of the village?

A) Yes, sir, I did, but of course it is a very rough estimate.

Q) What do you consider its reliability?

A) I consider, taking all the circumstances together, that I am not very much out of the way.

Q) How much may you be out of the way in your estimate?

A) I may be out, but I don’t think there could be under 4000 fighting men.

Q) I mean in the number of lodges. How much may you be out of the way?

A) I have no idea.

Q) May you be 500 lodges out of the way?

A) Yes, sir, I may be, but I don’t think so.

Q) In your opinion, from what you have seen of Indian villages, state whether or not the places where lodges have been is any correct indication of the number of lodges in the village.

A) Not if they had been camped there any length of time because they move their lodges very frequently.

Q) State, from what you know of Indians, if the tendency is to over or under estimate the number of lodges in a village.

A) I don’t know anything about that.

Q) Had you had experience with Indians before that?

A) No, sir.

Q) Had you seen large villages before that?

A) Yes, sir, but I had no experience with them at all.

Q) State from the movements of Indians in battle that you have seen, whether a reasonably correct estimate of the warriors can be made in that way.

A) It is very difficult to estimate them while in action, because they ride around so much they are never still, but constantly going.

Q) Did you see the village moving away? If so, when, and what was its length and width, and how far was it away from you?

A) I saw the village moving out on the evening of the 26th, about two or three miles away, as the pony herd and the whole village moved away. It was a dark, moving mass. I know I estimated at the time that there were twenty or twenty-five [thousand] ponies in the herd. The whole thing was moving off, and I could not distinguish whether they were on their ponies or not. I suppose the women and children would be with the herd.

Q) State, if you know, what was the conduct of Major Reno on the 25th and 26th of June 1876, in regard to coolness, courage, and efficiency as commander of troops.

A) I know of but one instance of gallantry which I saw him do, and I know of no instances of cowardice at any time. When Captain Benteen’s command joined on the hill, Major Reno turned around and said in very inspiriting way to his men, “We have assistance now; and we will go and avenge the loss of our comrades.”

Q) Was that before the command moved down the river?

A) It was when Captain Benteen first joined, with his command.

Q) State, if you know, who ordered Captain Weir to move out.

A) I don’t know anything about that. He left when I was after the pack train.

Q) State, in your opinion, if you know whether Major Reno rose equal to the emergency of the circumstances surrounding that command, and give the facts upon which your opinion is based.

A) I can only tell you from the way it turned out. He got his command out of there. I think Major Reno’s action saved what was left of the regiment.

Q) If you have anything further to state in answer to the question, state it.

A) As I said before, I saw no evidences of cowardice. It is very hard for me to answer the question. That was the only action I was ever in of any prominence, and I don’t know whether he rose equal to the emergency or not. I have not much to go upon in making an estimate.

Q) State whether he did or not, by his conduct and example, inspire his command with zeal, confidence and courage, and state fully the circumstances upon which your opinion is based.

A) His conduct was always good. I don’t know that I saw anything particularly inspiring about it except what I told you. He seemed to be very cool at all times.

Q) From the place you last saw General Custer’s column when moving, and from where you afterwards saw the battlefield, state what, in your opinion, was the point General Custer had reached at the time Major Reno’s command left the timber or the bottom.

A) I think General Custer must have opened his fight near about the time that Major Reno left the woods, probably a little before - from the fact that the first dead man was found about half a mile from the point “B.”

Q) State what route General Custer’s command took near the village, and describe the route with reference to Major Reno’s position on the hill, the stream, the village, and what developments you saw in regard to the fate of General Custer and his command.

A) I saw what was supposed to be General Custer’s trail that went down on the left bank. The first evidences of that fight was a dead man of E Company probably 300 yards from where the final stand was made. There were 28 men of E Company. I assisted in burying the men of E Company and remember more about them.

Q) Describe the other evidences of fighting as far as you saw them. How it must have been, from the nature of the ground.

A) I think the Indians must have been around them all the time. The country was rough and cut up with ravines, and if they ran the Indians from one place, they could get from 75 to 200 yards of them all around. There was a deep coulee which ran into them near “B” with cut banks, and there was another coulee over beyond where General Custer was killed.

Q) Was there any chance for the command to get out by charging through?

A) I don’t know about that, I don’t think they could for some distance back by the looks of the country.

Q) Then the first evidences you found of General Custer’s fight was near the point “B,” where the first dead body was found?

A) Yes, sir, it was [there is no evidence that this was the first man killed, just that it was the nearest to point B].

Q) Did you find any other evidences of fighting between that and the point “B”?

A) I don’t know whether there was or not, about the only evidences we could find were dead men.

Q) Would ammunition shells indicate it?

A) I did not see any of ours.

Q) Were the bodies you found’ mutilated or changed in any manner?

A) They were mutilated. I don’t know that they were changed. There were evidences on the field of bodies having been dragged off, but I think these were the bodies of dead and wounded Indians.

 Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) You have said you were not present at the separation of the columns of Major Reno and Captain Benteen from the main body.

A) I was not present.

Q) What orders had been given Captain Benteen with regard to uniting with Major Reno?

A) I do not know.

Q) Do you know whether Major Reno had any knowledge of it?

A) I do not.

Q) Then in any estimate in which Captain Benteen would figure with his column, would it not be necessary for Major Reno to know upon what duty Captain Benteen had been sent, and whether he had been ordered to unite with Major Reno?

A) Under the circumstances, it would be very important.

Q) Could he form any estimate with regard to his duty as commander based on any action of Captain Benteen’s, unless he knew what Captain Benteen was ordered to do?

A) I think not.

Q) At the time Major Reno’s command left the timber, was Captain Benteen’s column in sight?

A) I did not see him.

Q) Were there any evidences of his approach?

A) Not that I know of. I did not see him.

Q) State whether there is in the river bottom between point “A” and where Major Reno’s command crossed to the top of the hill, any place where a column of cavalry coming from the right side of the timber could have crossed.

A) I don’t know. I never was over that ground.

Q) What view of the country does a man have who looks back from the timber in the direction of the point “A”?

A) He can see all the way back to the ford.

Q) What would be about the range of view?

A) About two miles from the timber back to the crossing.

Q) You were on detached duty, were you?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Not connected with any of the companies in the timber?

A) No, sir. I was on duty with the scouts but not with any company.

Q) You were subject to no company orders?

A) No, sir.

Q) You did whatever your own sense of duty dictated?

A) I was under no orders.

Q) How much of Major Reno’s action in the timber did you see?

A) I saw him but once, and he was about fifty yards from me then.

Q) What was he doing?

A) He was going from the park out on the skirmish line.

Q) What part of the park?

A) Near the edge, towards the outside.

Q) From what direction was he coming?

A) From the direction where the horses were.

Q) Do you know, of your own knowledge, of his taking Company G and going into the timber to ascertain where some Indians in there were firing [from]?

A) I do not.

Q) Can you give any opinion whatever as to the correctness of his disposition of the forces in the timber, and the coolness of his own behavior?

A) I can tell nothing of his own behavior, as that was the only time I saw him, but the disposition of the troops was a very good one I thought.

Q) Did you see any evidences of the want of courage or coolness among the men?

A) I saw no evidences of fear among the men.

Q) You speak of seeing some Indian lodges and a large cloud of dust raised by the Indians riding back and forth on the plain.

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did that indicate the presence of a very considerable number of Indians that were unseen by the command?

A) I don’t know whether the command could see them or not, they could certainly see the dust. I don’t think they could see the tepees.

Q) What impression did that make on your mind? Did it not indicate that there was a considerable body of Indians that had not disclosed themselves?

A) Yes, sir. Everybody knew there were lots of Indians there.

Q) How far was that coulee in front of the skirmish line?

A) About 300 yards.

Q) What body of Indians came from that coulee?

A) I think there must have been 400 or 500.

Q) State what, in your judgment, would have been the effect on the column of Major Reno if he had continued to advance in the direction of the village.

A) I don’t think he would have got a man through.

Q) State how long the column would have lasted.

A) Not over 5 minutes, I think.

Q) If he dismounted his men, would he have a better chance?

A) I am speaking of the men mounted. Had he gone 300 yards further mounted I don’t think he would have got a man out.

Q) Does that dismounting, and deploying the men in the way he did, commend itself to your judgment as a soldier?

A) I think it was the only thing that saved us.

Q) State if you have any opinion to give in regard to the movement back to the river, and then to the high land beyond, whether disorderly or not.

A) There is certainly more or less disorder about a cavalry column moving at a fast gait, but I don’t think that command was very much demoralized when it got on top of the hill because when I got there the men were halted in column, they were going into line. The men were going into line without any difficulty whatever [see Chapter 6].

Q) Would that be the case if there had been demoralization in the timber or plain? Would they recover themselves with that rapidity?

A) I never saw a demoralized or panic stricken set of men. But I judge it would be difficult to get them in order.

Q) You went by Major Reno’s order for the pack train?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) And returned without waiting for the packs?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) By whom were you sent to join Captain Weir?

A) By Major Reno.

Q) Captain Weir’s company belonged to Captain Benteen’s column?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) That column had not been under fire?

A) No, sir.

Q) State whether Major Reno lost any time after the pack train came up and the ammunition had been replenished, and the wounded men were properly cared for, in moving his command in the direction in which General Custer and his men were afterwards found?

A) I can’t say because as soon as I got back from the pack train I went to Captain Weir, and when I came back I met Major Reno going down. He could not have lost much time, or he would not have been at the point where I met him.

Q) How far did the column under Major Reno go down the river, in the direction that General Custer was found?

A) I think about a mile. It may be a little more. My estimate of distance may be very inaccurate.

Q) To whom did you communicate what Captain Weir’s company was doing?

A) To Major Reno.

Q) What reason did you give Major Reno, if any, for Captain Weir’s ceasing his forward movement?

A) When I returned I told Major Reno what Captain Weir had said to me, and I looked up and saw Captain Weir coming, joining the column.

Q) What was the reason of Captain Weir’s ceasing his movement in the direction of General Custer’s battlefield?

A) The whole country in front of him was covered with Indians.

Q) Were the Indians in such numbers as to render it hopeless for him to attempt any further advance?

A) There were probably 1500 Indians in sight at the least calculation.

Q) Was the character of the country favorable or not for the concealment of a larger number of Indians?

A) Yes, sir, very favorable.

Q) With regard to selecting a place where the column should make a final stand, state whether it is not customary for an officer second in command to consult with the commanding officer in regard to questions of that kind?

A) I don’t know. I think that depends a good deal on the commanding officer himself.

Q) Would it be any evidence of cowardice or indecision for Major Reno to have consulted Captain Benteen, or to have received suggestions from Captain Benteen in regard to the selection of a place to make a stand?

A) I think not.

Q) And the selection of the place was according to the best judgment of the commanding officer and the second officer in command?

A) All I heard about it was this conversation before the position was taken.

Q) I wish you to speak now with reference to the character of the river at the point “B,” and state whether there was an opportunity for a command to get from the right bank of the river to the left. State whether the banks were such as to make a good crossing.

A) It was easily forded. The entire command passed down to water there.

Q) The approach of Major Reno was almost directly on the printed line on the map?

A) Yes, sir. We went there on the morning of the 28th.

Q) State what was the condition of the banks on the other side. Did they present any obstacles to a ford?

A) Very little. On the right bank it was a gravelly bottom. On the left bank it was a little boggy, but not so much as to prevent it being a good crossing.

Q) State if there were any evidences indicating to your mind that any engagement had taken place at the point “B” or between that point and the position where Major Reno made his stand.

A) None.

Q) State whether the point “B” did not afford as good a place for fording that stream as “A” did.

A) Just about as good.

Q) How far from the point “B” were the first dead bodies found?

A) I think about half a mile, or a little less.

Q) What evidence did the position of the dead men present to your mind of a prolonged struggle?

A) I don’t know anything about that. I can’t say anything in particular about the appearance.

Q) State whether you found any men in skirmish line except those about Captain Calhoun.

A) I did not see his company. Lieutenant Smith’s was the only one I saw and 28 of his men were in a coulee.

Q) Did the position of those men indicate a prolonged resistance?

A) It indicated a skirmish order. They were about at skirmish intervals.

Q) As far as you know, [from] the position of the men and the character of the country where they were found, can you give any judgment whatever with regard to the probable length of the struggle those men under General Custer made against the Indians?

A) I don’t think it lasted, at the outside, over three-fourths of an hour.

Q) State in regard to Major Reno’s conduct on the hill, did you see any indications whatever of cowardice?

A) I did not.

Q) State whether, in your opinion, he was wanting in any particular in the proper disposition and control of his command.

A) I think the command was under good control and the forces well disposed - the best that could be made under the circumstances.

Q) Were not his duties at each part of the command such that a general view could not be obtained of the conduct of the commanding officer at all parts of the command?

A) Yes, sir. You could not see him from all parts of the command.

Q) Might not the commanding officer be fully discharging his duties without being seen by all the officers in that engagement?

A) They could not all have seen him at the same time.

Q) You have been asked a question as to the effect upon the command when retiring from the timber if a thousand Indians had closed up on it. Was not the number of Indians constantly increasing?

A) I don’t know about that. I hardly think they were.

Q) Was not one of the purposes of retiring from the timber to the hill to prevent those Indians from closing on the command?

A) I suppose it was.

Q) You said you believed that some of the men had fired, according to your judgment, about forty rounds. Do you think that the average number fired?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State whether the pack train was on the left or right hand side of the river.

A) It was on the right hand.

Q) Do you know whether it was understood, or supposed, that it would join Major Reno’s command?

A) I do not know.

Q) Then there would be a third element in the question, that is, whether the command could make a combination with the pack train?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) The Indians did not leave until after Major Reno had retired from the timber?

A) No, sir.

Q) How long was Major Reno in the timber?

A) Between 30 and 40 minutes.

Q) What period of time elapsed between the crossing at “A” and reaching the timber?

A) About 10 or 15 minutes more.

Q) What was the total then?

A) It would be between 40 and 55 minutes.

Q) Then whatever diversion Major Reno made against the Indians occupied 45 and 50 minutes?

A) About that time.

Q) If at the time the line was deploying in skirmish form, a column had been passing at the point “2:’ would it not have had more than time to have reached “B” before Major Reno’s command left the timber?

A) I think it would have [had] plenty of time to get there.

Q) Then if the column was there at the point “2” when the line was being deployed, would not the command that was passing there have had more than time enough to reach that watering place?

A) I think it would have had plenty of time to get there.

Q) If a column was at the point “2” when Major Reno deployed his skirmish line, and the column was moving towards “B”: would it not have reached that point much sooner than the Indians on the left bank in the neighborhood of:“C” could have got there after Major Reno retired from the timber?

A) That would depend on a good many circumstances.

Q) How much start would a column have, being at that point when the line was being deployed, in reaching the point “B’ over the Indians who did not leave “C” until Major Reno retired from the timber?

A) The column would have the 30 minutes that we were in the timber.

Q) What order, if any, did you hear Major Reno give in the timber?

A) I did not hear him give any.

Q) Did you not hear him give any in relation to the deployment of the skirmish line?

A) I was not paying much attention to the line. I was by myself.

Q) What orders, if any, did you hear Major Reno give on the hill, other than you have already stated?

A) Yes, I said yesterday I did not hear Major Reno give any orders when the line was being deployed. I am mistaken. I have refreshed my memory, and I did hear him give orders about deploying it when being rallied on the hill.

Q) How soon was that after crossing the river?

A) It was just as I got on the top of the hill [see Chapter 6].

Q) Was it immediately after the retreat from the timber?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) You heard Major Reno giving orders for the disposition of the troops in proper military form?

A) Yes, sir. I heard him give orders about the disposition of the men in skirmish order.

Q) Did you communicate to Major Reno the facts that you heard firing in the direction of General Custer’s battlefield?

A) No, sir.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) You state that the Indians were in front of Major Reno’s column in a coulee and when the command halted they came pouring out of the coulee. Could Major Reno see there were Indians in that coulee when he halted?

A) No, sir. I could not see them myself, and I was in a better position than he was.

Q) Did he halt before the Indians came out of the coulee?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State, if you know, why he halted the command then and there, if he did not know there was that body of Indians in front?

A) I don’t know.

Q) State whether it is expected of an officer in command of a column ordered to charge the Indians, that he will know all about the particular features of the ground he will have to go over.

A) Not necessarily.

Q) On the contrary, has he not got to make the charge to find out what is there?

A) That would be the way I would do it.

Q) Do you know whether General Custer’s trail came near to Major Reno’s position on the hill?

A) I think it must have come pretty close to it.

Q) Why so?

A) That was the best way to move down that divide and if he was seen on the hill, as I have heard, he must have passed close by that place.

Q) Could not the command have been seen through a notch in the bluffs at a point further down than that?

A) I don’t know. I don’t think it could. I think the ridge next to the river is higher than the ground back of it some distance.

Q) How was it farther back up the river?

A) I think they could have been seen, I am not certain.

Q) Did you see any evidence of General Custer’s trail coming near Major Reno’s position on the hill?

A) I did not.

Q) You state the ford “B” is as practicable as the ford “A”. Which is nearest the hostile village, “B” or “A”?

A) “B” is right at the village - right across in the bend.

Q) In regard to the severity of the fighting on General Custer’s battlefield, did you see any evidences that there was hard fighting there, or the contrary?

A) I think there must have been very hard fighting, especially where General Custer fell.

Q) You think there was a hard struggle?

A) Undoubtedly there was a very hard struggle. I found a few shells.

Q) Do you or not know it was the habit of the Indians to pick up these shells?

A) Yes, sir. It is.

Q) You have been asked in reference to a column being seen at the point “2” at the time Major Reno was deploying his men as skirmishers. Had General Custer seen Major Reno deploying his column at that place would he have had reason to believe or to suppose that Major Reno would retreat from there in 30 or 40 minutes?

A) He could very easily see that there were five times as many Indians as we had men.

Q) Could he see into the timber and into the coulee beyond?

A) If he saw them after the, line was deployed, he saw the Indians come out of the coulee.

Q) If he saw that command in the act of deploying, would it be any indication in General Custer’s mind of the number of Indians in front of them?

A) Immediately after Major Reno dismounted, those Indians came out of the coulee, and if he had been there he could have seen them come out.

Q) Even if that was the case, would he have any reason to believe that Major Reno would retreat from that position in 30 minutes, knowing that he had 100 rounds of ammunition per man?

A) I don’t know about that.

Q) State whether or not General Custer, as commanding officer, would have presumed that Major Reno would obey his orders, unless opposed by a greatly superior force, and then if he could not obey the order, that he would remain in that position in the timber.

A) If he gave an order as commanding officer I suppose he, as all other commanding officers, would naturally suppose it would be obeyed if possible.

Q) The command having got into that position, would he not expect it to remain there as long as it possibly could?

A) He would naturally think they would stay there if they could.

Q) If Major Reno with 100 men could get away from 1000 Indians, cross a river and climb a hill, could not General Custer with his command by leaving his dead and wounded, fly the field?

A) I think he could.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) When you speak of the struggle on the bank of the river, do you mean that it was a prolonged one?

A) No, sir, I think not.

Q) Does the point “2” afford a view of the Indian encampment below on the plain?

A) No, sir, I don’t think it does.

Q) Does this point a little lower down?

A) You can see a part of it from there. I can’t tell anything about this point “2” from the map. There is a point some distance below where Major Reno made his stand from which you can see the upper end of the village.

Q) If Major Reno was to be supported from the lower side, would the ford “B” be the proper place to do it?

A) You would have to go through the village to him, and I think that would be a poor place.

Q) Was there any evidence of any more determined stand at “B” than there was on the part of Major Reno at the point “C”?

A) About the only evidences were dead horses and men, and I did not see any at the point “B”.

Questions by the Court:

Q) Did you cross the river at “B”?

A) I did personally. The command did not.

Then at 2 o’clock p.m., the Court adjourned, to meet again at 11 o’clock a.m., tomorrow, Wednesday, January 29, 1879.

[CN] 3.50
 [CT] THOMAS W. HARRISON: INTERVIEW WITH WALTER CAMP, UNDATED

Walter Camp mss field notes, Box 3, Brigham Young University.

Thos. W. Harrison, D Co., says D Troop had black horses. Vincent Charley was killed between the two Edgerly Peaks. He was orderly for Edgerly and was with Edgerly when he came near being taken in while trying to mount his horse. Indians had got around behind them and they had to draw their revolvers and cut through on their retreat back.

When D Troop retreated they failed to rescue Charley, and when Edgerly and Harrison got away from the peak it was occupied by Indians and then too late to help Charley, who was shot through the hips and was making his way to the rear the best he could, half crawling on his feet and one hand.

Says he was sure Sergeant Morton was not there. Was at Ft. Lincoln sick. Pat Golden, of D Troop, was killed when men on north line charged out on command of Benteen.

[CN] 3.51
 [CT] HE DOG, OGLALA LAKOTA: NARRATIVE FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH WALTER MASON CAMP, JULY 13, 1910

The interview between Walter Camp and He Dog was interpreted by William Berger and the story is told mostly in the words of the Oglala man, with comments and narrative by Camp interspersed within it.

This is quite a common feature of Camp interview notes, since Camp knew many details, particularly names, which were unknown to his Indian interview subjects. Camp’s interviews were almost always question and answer sessions, so that the only information derived is information that Camp was actively seeking. This is a very restrictive method of establishing facts, since it forces the subject to be selective in his recall and responses. Of course, most other interviewers were similarly limiting in their interrogations and one cannot go far in the Custer literature without muttering to oneself: “Why on earth didn’t he ask such and so?”

The answer may simply be that the information we so desperately seek was not considered important to the people conducting the research in the 1870’s or 1920’s or even 1950’s; or perhaps they felt that they already knew everything that needed to be known, while we are more inquisitive [or relentless]. In any event, we owe a great debt to the old-time seekers after truth, for without them we would be lost. No one can go back and do Walter Camp’s interviews over again, no matter how much we might like to do so.

I have edited his interview with He Dog [who was 36 at the time of the battle] somewhat, and have added my own commentary where I felt it necessary. The reader is directed to Appendix 3.83 for a short excerpt from He Dog’s interview with Hugh L. Scott in 1921 and for excerpts from the Eleanor Hinman interviews.

We wintered on the Tongue. Battle March 17, 1876 with Crook…against Cheyennes, but I was there with a few Sioux. This was a Cheyenne camp under Little Wolf [it was Old Bear’s camp]. When fought Crook [Rosebud] Ogalalla village was on Sundance [Ash] Creek not far from Little Bighorn. A bluff with pines on it near by…I lost seven horses in this scrap. The next night we camped on Lodgepole Creek and sent men who got some of these horses back [the “horses” reference is to the March fight].

Indian in lone tepee was a Sans Arc, a brother of Turning Bear. He was shot through bowels in Crook fight [this statement is totally confirmed in Appendix 3.22, the account of Feather Earring.]… The reason did not pursue Crook was that we were too far from our villages which were not only a long way off but were strung out over much country…We knew that we had defeated him because he turned back.

Moved to Little Bighorn third day after Crook fight. Sioux did not want to fight and so when got away off at Little Bighorn thought would have no more fighting. We had our wives and children with us and had to get buffalo meat for them and wished to be let alone. It has always been an argument among Sioux whether second or third day after we moved camp to Little Bighorn that Sioux party of seven Sioux saw Custer’s dust. These Indians did not come back and warn village but made a circle around the soldiers and went on southeast to the agencies [see Appendix 3.83]. Fast Horn was the Indian whom Varnum saw from Crows Nest and he got back to village only a short time before soldiers appeared. Of the seven scouts who discovered Custer, Black Bear and Dirt Kettle were among them [Black Bear does not mention Dirt Kettle as a member of the party] They saw Custer’s dust and Custer coming so fast doubted whether they could beat him to village - so took a look at soldiers and went on…

Ogalallas were not on Little Bighorn June 25 but back from river northwest of Hunkpapa …Brules not on Little Bighorn in village…but over by Ogalalla. Good many Brules there. More than twenty lodges was reported to me. Flying Chaser…was the head man of the Brules but not a big chief. More Hunkpapas than any other tribe. Minneconjou next. Hunk and Blackfeet together had 600 or 700 lodges. Thirty or forty lodges of Santees…their chief was there [Inkpaduta, also known as Scarlet Top or Red Top]. Just two Arapahoes. (Thinks 1,800 lodges in whole village about right)…In my camp there was a Canadian half breed who spoke very good English as well as Sioux.

When Reno approached, the Hunks went out ahead, mostly on foot, and I was slow in getting my horse. The Hunks went up to point of timber and held the soldiers back. I was on hill to west of Reno’s skirmish line, and Indians were getting ready for word to charge in a body on soldiers at timber. Sioux had not all got there yet, but Indians from all tribes - that could get horses and get there. Just as we charged, the soldiers left the timber in two bunches on their horses as fast as they could ride up the river. Chased Indian scouts from timber to river also and killed some of them. Saw Benteen coming and quit pursuing Reno [this is obviously Camp - He Dog could not have known the names of these officers].

I went back to Hunkpapas camp, and then we looked and saw other soldiers coming on the big hill right over east. They kept right on down the river and crossed Medicine Tail coulee and onto little rise. (The first rise above flat south of mouth of Medicine Tail) (where Foley found). Pointed distance as same from his office to tank so that it agrees with my map exactly (about 600 ft.).

Here Custer’s line was scattered all along parallel with river from Foley and Butler [Camp’s locations]. When Custer passed near to Ford B, he was moving as though to reach the lower ford of our camp. (It is my opinion that the 5 men killed on hill by cut bank opposite the village were at head of column and were met by Indians moving up the river.) The Indians had left the camp over west to get ready. There was no fighting while Custer was down near river but a few shots down there. No general fighting; fifteen or twenty Sioux on east side of river, and some of soldiers replied, but not much shooting there. Did not hear Custer fire any volleys.

Says location of Foley is right and he the one who shot himself. Before fight started, we drove him up a slope to a ridge (Keogh) and over to other side of it. Soldiers mounted all time and kept going right along, All together all time. Did not fight by companies. Indians all along Custer ridge, and Custer went down along hollow by Keogh.

All this time Indians all around. At first gray horses all together but after got on hill mixed up with other horses. Fighting started at Finley [marker] and kept up all along. At Keogh is where Crazy Horse charged and broke through and split up soldiers in two bunches. Horses stampeded toward river, getting away from soldiers [who must have dismounted somewhere along the way]. There was no charge by Custer on ridge during fight. Custer’s men at end of ridge. Did not run out of ammunition. Found ammunition on dead soldiers

When the men rushed from Custer’s last stand toward river, the dismounted ones took to the gully, and the mounted ones tried to get away to south toward Finley. Line H to C mounted soldiers trying to get away when they ran toward gully [reference is to Camp’s own map]. Foley rode out of fight from H…

Fight with Custer did not last much more than an hour, as nearly as I can estimate it. Did not know were fighting Custer. Did not know what soldiers they were. Cheyennes were very brave in this fight and took a leading part. The bloodthirsty ones got tired of scalping before came to Custer group. Never knew about Bustard killed in village [after riding across ford at Medicine Tail. Many Indian accounts state that one man did ride across that ford into the village, only to be killed there. A body identified loosely as a sergeant from I company, perhaps James Bustard, was reportedly found in the village, with the carcass of his horse nearby].

After killing all of Pecushi’s [Long Hair’s] soldiers, we attacked the other soldiers and had them cut off and surrounded on the high bluffs, where we shot at them as they rushed for water. Did not have time to do Reno and Benteen up before Terry came.

Had plenty of ammunition left after June 26. We had ways of getting more, and the ammunition taken from men we used against the other soldiers. Many had Winchesters, but we had all kinds of guns. The number of Indians killed at Little Bighorn was between thirty and forty. Many more than this were wounded, and some of these died later.

After fight, all tribes went up river near to big hills…All remained together until got to Slim Buttes and there split up, Sitting Bull setting out for Canada. I was in Slim Buttes fight. After camp broken up, Ogalallas, Sans Arc, Minneconjou, and Cheyennes stopped near there, but Hunkpapas went on. The tribe massacred there were Minneconjou, who were out deer hunting [the Battle of Slim Buttes]. No chief was killed here. The man wounded in bowels and died here was not a chief. He was a Sans Arc relative of mine. There were never two American Horses to my knowledge [the army claimed that a chief named American Horse was among the Indian casualties in this minor scrap - the army lost only one man killed. His name was actually Iron Plume. For an excellent account of this fight, the reader is referred to “The Slim Buttes Battle” by Fred H. Werner]

[CN] 3.52
 [CT] GEORGE HERENDEEN: STATEMENT OF JULY 7, 1876, AS PUBLISHED IN THE NEW YORK HERALD, JULY 8, 1876

In Appendix 3.53 appears a letter from George B. Herendeen dated 4 January 1878. In that letter, Herendeen gives his version of events at the Little Horn and is very critical of Reno, while offering some information in defense of Custer. Herendeen also gave an earlier account which was quoted in the New York Herald of 8 July 1876.

It is, of course, impossible to know just how much of this earlier narrative was in the actual words of Herendeen and how much was the expression of the writer, although the passages attributed to Herendeen are distinguished by quotation marks in the original. I have therefore limited the inclusions here to that quoted material.

I have done no other editing, preferring to allow Herendeen’s story to stand on its own, and have added no commentary, except to say at the outset that the differences between this account and Herendeen’s later accounts are not major and are more of degree than of any specifics.

We left the Rosebud on the 22d of June at twelve o’clock; marched up the Rosebud about twelve miles and encamped for the night. On the morning of the 23d we broke camp at five o’clock and continued up the Rosebud until nine o’clock, when we struck a large lodge pole trail about ten days old and followed it along the Rosebud until toward evening, when we went into camp on the trail. On the morning of the 24th we pulled out at five o’clock and followed the trail five or six miles, when we met six Crow Indian scouts, who had been sent out the night previous by General Custer to look for the Indian village. They said they had found fresh pony tracks and that ten miles ahead the trail was fresher. General Custer had the officers’ call sounded and they assembled around him, but I did not hear what he said to them. The scouts were again sent ahead and moved along at a fast walk. We moved at one o’clock, and, while the officers were eating their lunch, the scouts came back and reported that they had found where the village had been quite recently. They moved again, with flankers well out to watch the trail and see that it did not divide. About four o’clock we came to the place where the village had apparently been only a few days before, and went into camp two miles below the forks of the Rosebud. The scouts all again pushed out to look for the village, and at eleven o’clock at night Custer had everything packed up and followed the scouts up the right hand fork of the Rosebud.

About daylight we went into camp, made coffee, and soon after it was light the scouts brought Custer word that they had seen the village from the top of the divide that separates the Rosebud from Little Horn River. We moved up the creek until near its head, and concealed ourselves in a ravine. It was about three miles from the head of the creek where we then were to the top of the divide where the Indian scouts said the village could be seen, and after hiding his command, General Custer, with a few orderlies, galloped forward to look at the Indian camp. In about an hour Custer returned and said he could not see the Indian village, but the scouts and a half-breed guide, “Nuch Bayer,” said they could distinctly see it some fifteen miles off. While General Custer was looking for the Indian village the scouts came in and reported that he had been discovered, and that news was then on its way to the village that he was coming. Another scout said that two Sioux war parties had stolen up and seen the command; and on looking in a ravine near by, sure enough fresh pony tracks were found. Custer had “officer’s call” blown, gave his orders and the command was put in fighting order. The scouts were ordered forward and the regiment moved at a walk. After going about three miles the scouts reported Indians ahead, and the command then took the trail. Our way led down a little creek, a branch of the Little Horn, and after going about six miles we discovered an Indian lodge ahead, and Custer bore down on it at a stiff trot. In coming to it we found ourselves in a freshly abandoned Indian camp, all the lodges of which were gone except the one we saw, and on entering it we found it contained a dead Indian. From this point we could see into the Little Horn valley, and observed heavy clouds of dust rising about five miles distant. Many thought the Indians were moving away, and I think General Custer believed so, for he sent word to Colonel Reno, who was ahead with three companies of the Seventh regiment, to push on the scouts rapidly and head for the dust.. Reno took a steady gallop down the creek bottom three miles to where it emptied into the Little Horn, and found a natural ford across the Little Horn river. He started to cross, when the scouts came back and called out to him to hold on, that the Sioux were coming in large numbers to meet him. He crossed over, however, formed his companies on the prairie in line of battle, and moved forward at a trot but soon took a gallop. The valley was about three-fourths of a mile wide. On the left a line of low round hills, and on the right the river bottom, covered with a growth of cottonwood trees and bushes. After scattering shots were fired from the hills and a few from the river bottom and Reno’s skirmishers returned the shots, he advanced about a mile from the ford to a line of timber on the right and dismounted the men to fight on foot. The horses were sent into the timber, and the men formed on the prairies and advanced toward the Indians. The Indians, mounted on ponies, came across the prairies and opened a heavy fire on the soldiers. After skirmishing for a few minutes, Reno fell back to his horses in the timber. The Indians moved to his left and rear, evidently with the intention of cutting him off from the ford. Reno ordered his men to mount and move through the timber. Just as the men got into the saddle the Sioux, who had advanced in the timber, fired at close range and killed one soldier. Colonel Reno then commanded the men to dismount, and they did so, but he soon ordered them to mount again and moved them out on to the open prairie. The command headed for the ford, pressed closely by Indians in large numbers, and at every moment the rate of speed was increased, until it became a dead run for the ford. The Sioux, mounted on their swift ponies, dashed up by the side of the soldiers and fired at them, killing both men and horses. Little resistance was offered, and it was a complete rout to the ford. I did not see the men at the ford, and do not know what took place further than that a good many were killed when the command left the timber. Just as I got out my horse stumbled and fell and I was dismounted, the horse running away after Reno’s command. I saw several soldiers who were dismounted, their horses having been killed or having run away. There were also some soldiers mounted who had remained behind. I should think in all there were as many as thirteen soldiers, and, seeing no chance to get away, I called on them to come into the timber and we would stand off the Indians. Three of the soldiers were wounded, and two of them so badly they could not use their arms. The soldiers wanted to go out, but I said no, we can’t get to the ford, and, besides, we have wounded men and must stand by them. The soldiers still wanted to go, but I told them I was an old frontiersman, understood Indians, and, if they would do as I said, I would get them out of the scrape, which was no worse than scrapes I have been in before. About half of the men were mounted, and they wanted to keep their horses with them, but I told them to let the horses go and fight on foot. We staid in the bush about three hours, and I could hear heavy firing below in the river, apparently about two miles distant. I did not know who it was, but knew the Indians were fighting some of our men, and I learned afterward it was Custer’s command. Nearly all the Indians in the upper end of the valley drew off down the river, and the fight with Custer lasted about one hour, when the heavy firing ceased. When the shooting below began to die away I said to the boys, “Come on, now is the time to get out.” Most of them did not go but waited for night. I told them the Indians would come back and we had better be off at once.

Eleven of the thirteen said they would go, but two stayed behind. I deployed the men as skirmishers and we moved on foot toward the river. When we had got nearly to the river we met five Indians on ponies, and they fired on us. I returned the fire and the Indians broke and we then forded the river, the water being breast deep. We finally got over, wounded men and all, and headed for Reno’s command, which I could see drawn up on the bluffs along the river about a mile off. We reached Reno in safety. We had not been with Reno more than fifteen minutes when I saw the Indians coming up the valley from Custer’s fight. Reno was then moving his whole command down the ridge toward Custer. The Indians crossed the river below Reno and swarmed up the bluffs on all sides. After skirmishing with them Reno went back to his old position which was on one of the highest points along the bluffs. It was now about five o’clock and the fight lasted until it was too dark to see to shoot. As soon as it was dark Reno took the packs and saddles off the mules and horses and made breastworks of’ them. He also dragged dead horses and mules on the line and sheltered the men behind them. Some of the men dug rifle pits with their butcher knives and all slept on their arms. At the peep of day the Indians opened a heavy fire and a desperate fight ensued, lasting until ten o’clock. The Indians charged our position three or four times, coming up close enough to hit our men with stones, which they threw by hand. Captain Benteen saw a large mass of Indians gathering on his front to charge, and ordered his men to charge on foot and scatter them. Benteen led the charge and was upon the Indians before they knew what they were about, and killed a great many. They were evidently much surprised at this offensive movement, and I think in desperate fighting Benteen is one of the bravest men I ever saw in a fight. All the time he was going about through the bullets, encouraging the soldiers to stand up to their work, and not let Indians whip them.

I forgot to state that about ten o’clock in the forenoon, and soon after Benteen made his charge, the men began to clamor for water. Many of them had not tasted water for thirty-six hours, and the fighting and hot sun parched their throats. Some had their tongues swollen and others could hardly speak. The men tried to eat crackers and hardtack, but could not raise enough saliva to moisten them. Several tried grass, but it stuck to their lips, and not one could spit or speak plainly. The wounded were reported dying from want of water, and a good many soldiers volunteered to go to the river to get some or perish in the attempt. We were fighting on the bluffs, about 700 yards from the river, and a ravine led down from the battlefield close to the river’s edge. The men had to run over an open space of about 100 yards to get to the head of the ravine, and this open space was commanded by the Indians on the bluffs. The soldiers, about fifty strong, dashed over the open plateau and entered the ravine. They rushed down it to the mouth and found it closely guarded by a party of Indians posted in the timber across the river. The water could be approached to within about thirty feet under cover; but then one had to step on the river bank and take the Indians’ fire. The boys ran the gauntlet bravely. Some would dash down to the river with camp kettles, fill them, and then take shelter in the bend of the ravine, behind the rocks, and there canteens were filled and carried up the hill. Before all the men and wounded men were supplied one man was killed and six or seven wounded in the desperate attempt. One man had the bone of his leg shattered by a ball, and it has since been amputated.

About two o’clock the Indians began drawing off, but kept skirmishing until late in the afternoon, and near dark all drew off. We now got water for the animals, many of them being almost dead, and they were put to graze on the hillside.

In the evening Colonel Reno changed his position and fortified the new one, it being higher and stronger than the old one. We expected the Indians would renew the attack the next day, but in the morning not an Indian was to be found. Every one felt sure that Crook or Terry was coming to our relief, and Colonel Reno sent out runners. About ten o’clock the glad intelligence was received that General Terry, with a large column of troops, was moving up the valley, six miles distant, and the head of his column soon came in sight.

[Herendeen then replied to the reporter’s questions.]

I went in with the scouts on the left of Reno’s line. There were about sixty of us, thirty being Ree Indians, six friendly Sioux, six Crows and the rest white men. I saw Bloody Knife, a Ree scout, throw up his arm and fall over, and I think he was killed. The two cavalry soldiers I left in the timber when I went out I have no doubt were killed, as they have not been seen since.

I saw Lieutenant McIntosh soon after he fell. He had his horse shot under him early in the action, and at the time he was killed he was riding a soldier’s horse. He was shot on the river bank while riding to the ford.

I saw Lieutenant Hodgson also. His horse was shot and he was wounded. His horse fell into the river near the opposite bank of the ford, and to help himself up the steep bank Hodgson caught hold of a horse’s tail and had got up the bank when an Indian sharpshooter picked him off. Custer’s packs were with the rest, and the Indians did not get any of them. Neither did they get any mules. Most of Custer’s horses were shot in the action, and I do not believe the Indians got over 100 animals by the fight.

I think some of our men were captured alive and tortured. I know the colored scout Isaiah was, for he had small pistol balls in his legs from the knees down, and I believe they were shot into him while alive. Another man had strips of skin cut out of his body. Hordes of squaws and old, gray-haired Indians were roaming over the battlefield howling like mad. The squaws had stone mallets and mashed in the skulls of the dead and wounded. Many were gashed with knives and some had their noses and other members cut off. The heads of four white soldiers were found in the Sioux camp that had been severed from their trunks, but the bodies could not be found on the battlefield or in the village. Our men did not kill any squaws, but the Ree Indian scouts did. The bodies of six squaws were found in the little ravine.

I think the Indian village must have contained about 6,000 people, fully 3,000 of whom were warriors. The Indians fought Reno first and then went to finish Custer, after which they came back to finish Reno. I think the Indians were commanded by Sitting Bull in person. There were eight or nine other chiefs in the field.

I saw five chiefs, and each one carried a flag for their men to rally around. Some of the flags were red, others yellow, white and blue, and one a black flag. All the chiefs handled their warriors splendidly. I think Crazy Horse and his band were in the fight. The Indians must have lost as many men in killed and wounded as the whites did. Custer’s men made a good fight, and no doubt killed a great many Indians. I don’t think a single man escaped from Custer’s part of the field. They were completely surrounded on every side by at least 2,500 warriors.

[CN] 3.53
 [CT] GEORGE HERENDEEN: LETTER TO THE NEW YORK HERALD, JANUARY 4, 1878

A year and a half after the fights on the Little Horn, former courier George B. Herendeen wrote to the New York Herald with a view to correcting what he thought were writings in that and other papers that were “calculated to mislead the public”. Herendeen apparently wanted to set the record straight, insofar as he was able to do so. Herendeen had been transferred from Gibbon to Custer specifically to carry the dispatch outlining the results of Custer’s examination of the headwaters of Tullock’s Creek. Herendeen was not used for this purpose - indeed, no examination of Tullock’s was made - and accompanied Reno’s battalion into the valley fight. He was one of those left in the timber when Reno fled from that third position and was instrumental in bringing a dozen troopers back to the command just as it was advancing toward Weir Point.

Herendeen was not a great hero of the fights, nor did he represent himself as such. He was however, an intelligent observer who had no particular axe to grind and he was privy to some of the various deliberations that led to the strategies and tactics employed. His letter is reproduced here in its entirety without comment, except to point out that some of the times quoted by him are at variance with the actual times involved and that his recollections do not mesh with those of other participants on some points, putting him in the same boat as most contemporary commentators. The names are just as they appeared in the original.

Bozeman, M.T., Jan. 4, 1878.

To the Editor of the Herald: -

I have read a good deal of late in the Herald and other papers about the battle of the Little Big Horn, much of which is incorrect and calculated to mislead the public. I was present with Reno during the whole of his connection with the battle and am personally cognizant of what occurred both before and after the engagement. Of course I did not see all that took place: but I saw a great deal and will relate it just as I witnessed it.

I was with General Gibbon’s command at the mouth of the Rosebud when General Terry and General Custer joined Gibbon. General Terry told me I could go with General Custer on his march up the Rosebud. He told me at General Gibbon’s tent to go with Custer, and I afterwards saw Terry on the steamer Far West while she lay at the mouth of the Rosebud, and he asked me about the country along the upper part of the Rosebud and Tullock’s Fork. I was standing on the forward deck of the boat when I was called into the cabin where I found Generals Terry, Gibbon, Custer and Brisbin around a table apparently holding a council of war. Terry showed me a map and asked me for information about the country on Tullock’s Fork and the Little Big Horn. I understood from the conversation had by Terry with Gibbon and Custer that he was trying to find out where the columns of Custer and Gibbon could best form a junction somewhere in the neighborhood of the mouth of the Little Big Horn, Custer to march up the Rosebud and Gibbon up the Big Horn. I had been over the ground and told the General all I knew about it. Custer seemed pleased with the information I gave Terry and said I was just the man he wanted, and that he would like me to go with him. I went out on the deck again, and soon afterward General Gibbon came out and spoke to me. He said I could consider myself employed to go with General Custer. I asked him what compensation I would receive and what I would be expected to do, and he replied I would act as a scout, and when Custer’s command got to the head of Tullock’s Creek, I would come down the Tullock with dispatches to his (Gibbon’s) command. There was some conversation about what compensation I would receive, but the above was all that occurred of importance. This was on the 21st of June, and soon after General Gibbon left the boat. General Brisbin came out of the cabin and I asked him where his cavalry would probably be in the next few days, so I could find him and he replied about the mouth of the Little Big Horn.

I reported to General Custer at noon on the 21st of June and was sent to Lieutenant Varnum, who had charge of some scouts. I was with Varnum, Mitch Boyer the half-breed scout and guide. We started out on the 22nd about noon and traveled up to the Rosebud. Boyer and Bloody Knife, a Ree scout, had the lead and Custer traveled with them. Lieutenant Varnum with his scouts followed Custer in advance of the column. We marched about twelve miles and went into camp at five P.M.

General Custer ordered reveille to be sounded at four and the command to be ready to march at five o’clock next morning. This was the morning of the 23rd and we marched promptly at five A.M. Our course led up the stream four or five miles, when we struck an Indian trail which Reno had followed a few days before. We followed the trail until 5 P.M. when we encamped for the night; and in the evening Custer sent the Crow scouts who were with us on in advance to see what they could find out.

On the morning of the 24th we broke camp at five o’clock and continued following the trail up the stream. Soon after starting Custer, who was in advance with Boyer, called me to him and told me to get ready, saying he thought he would send me and Charlie Reynolds to the head of Tullock’s Fork to take a look. I told the General it was not time yet, as we were then traveling in the direction of the head of the Tullock, and I could only follow his trail. I called Boyer, who was a little ahead, back and asked him if I was not correct in my statement to the General, and he said “Yes; further up on Rosebud we would come opposite a gap, and then we could cut across and strike the Tullock in about fifteen miles’ ride.” Custer said, “All right; I could wait.”

We had not proceeded far when the Crows came in on the run and reported the trail was getting fresh ahead, and that they had seen some fresh pony tracks. They brought in with them the scalp of a white man which they had picked up on the trail, and which was identified as coming from the head of a man named Stoker, Company H, Second Cavalry, who had been killed a few days before at the mouth of the Rosebud.

Custer on receiving the above intelligence halted his command, dismounted the men and had the officers’ call sounded. He held a council with his officers, but I was not near enough to hear what passed.

After halting about half an hour we mounted and moved slowly along the trail, and soon came to the mouth of Muddy Creek, up which about three miles the Second Cavalry had its fight with Lame Deer’s band last spring.

As we passed Muddy Creek I noticed that some lodges had left the main trail on the Rosebud and gone that way. I followed them a short distance and then rode over to Custer and told him that some of the lodges had gone up the Muddy. He halted the command at once, and sent Lieutenant Varnum to find out where the trail on the Muddy went. Custer said he did not want to lose any of the lodges, and if any of them left the main trail he wanted to know it.

While Varnum was gone we halted and the men cooked dinner. He was absent about two hours, and when he came back told Custer that the Muddy trail swung over on the Rosebud and joined the main trail again. We then started on the large trail, which freshened every moment. We passed over places where a number of the camps had been quite close together, showing that the Indians were traveling very slowly, and only moving for grass.

Towards evening the trail became so fresh that Custer ordered flankers to be kept well out and a sharp lookout had for lodges leaving to the right or left. He said he wanted to get the whole village, and nothing must leave the main trail without his knowing it. About dusk we halted and went into camp on the trail. It was then very fresh and the General sent Varnum, Boyer and some scouts on ahead to examine the trail and adjacent country. The men were given orders to graze their animals, get supper and be ready to start at eleven P.M. Everybody rested until ten P.M., when we packed up again and moved out. The night was very dark and our progress slow. After marching some ten miles, about two A.M. we halted, the horses were unsaddled and the men lay down to rest. The packs were taken off the mules and everything done to rest and recuperate the animals.

Some time during the night the scouts came in and reported to Custer that the Indian camp was found. We packed up and moved forward at early light. Mitch Boyer and Reynolds, who had been out, said the camp was very large. Boyer said it was the biggest village he had ever seen. Reynolds said there was a heap of them, and Custer replied “he could whip them.” Reynolds said it would take six hours hard fighting to whip them.

About nine o’clock on the morning of the 25th of June and the last day of our march Custer halted his troops and concealed them as well as he could. He then took an orderly and rode up on the Divide about four miles to where Lieutenant Varnum and Boyer were. The General was trying to get a look at the village, which was over on the other side of the Divide, up the Little Big Horn. While Custer was gone I rode up the Dry Fork of the Rosebud, along which the trail ran, but had not gone far when I saw two objects going over the hills in the direction of the Little Big Horn.

Custer was gone perhaps an hour or an hour and a half, and when he came back Boyer, who was with him, asked me if I had seen the Indians. I said, “Yes, I had seen what I thought were Indians.” Boyer replied:- “You were within 150 yards of them and you surprised them and they have gone to camp as fast as they can go.”

Custer had “officer’s call” sounded, and gave his orders. I understood him to assign each one to his place, and he divided the column into battalions. As soon as the orders were issued we started up the Divide at a fast walk and traveled about three or four miles, when we came to the top. The scouts, under Lieutenants Varnum and Hare, then pushed on ahead at a lope and the command followed at a trot. I was with the scouts, and we kept down a creek which led toward the Little Horn. When we got near the mouth of the creek we saw a lodge standing on the bank. We rode up on a hill, so as to flank and overlook the lodge, and soon saw it was deserted. From the top of the hill we looked ahead down the Little Big Horn and saw a heavy cloud of dust and some stock apparently running. We could see beyond the stream a few Indians on the hills riding very fast, and seemingly running away. I said the Indians were running, and we would have to hurry up, or we would not catch them. Lieutenant Hare wrote a note to Custer, but I do not know what he reported. I presume he thought as the rest of us did, that the Indians were getting away. Custer was near at hand, and was riding at a fast trot.

The scouts charged down on the abandoned lodge, cut it open, and found in it a dead Indian. Custer came up while we were at the lodge, Colonel Reno having the advance. I heard Custer say to Reno, “Reno, take the scouts, lead out, and I will be with you.” Reno started at a gallop, and as he rode called out, “Keep your horses well in hand.” My horse fell, and for a few moments I was delayed, but I caught up with Reno at the ford. As we were crossing I heard the Crow scouts call out to one another, “The Sioux are coming up to meet us,” and, understanding the language, I called to Reno, “The Sioux are coming.” Reno waited a few moments until the command closed up, then crossed the Little Big Horn, and formed in line of battle on the prairie, just outside some timber. The formation was made without halting, and the line kept on moving, first at a trot then at a gallop.

We could see a large body of Indians just ahead of us and apparently waiting for us. We advanced probably half a mile, the Indians setting fire to some timber on our right and in our front. A few Indians were in the timber and we fired on them, but no shots were returned.

Very soon we dismounted, and the soldiers formed a skirmish line, facing the hills. The line extended to the left and front, and firing almost immediately began, the Indians being near the foot hills of the little valley. In a short time the firing became quite heavy, the Indians moving to the left and working to our rear. The horses were now led into the timber on our right and rear, and the soldiers fell back to cover among the bushes and small trees. There was a little park or meadow just within the timber, and on this the command formed and mounted. I was one of the last men to get into the timber and halted at the edge of the bushes to fire at some Indians who were coming into the timber on our left and rear. I got my horse and joined the command, which I found mounted and sitting in line of battle in the park or open space among the bushes. There was little firing for some minutes, and then we received a volley from the bushes. Bloody Knife was just in my front at the time, and Reno on my left. The volley killed Bloody Knife and one soldier. I heard the soldier call out as he fell, “Oh! my God, I have got it.”

Reno gave the order to dismount, and almost immediately gave the order to mount again. The soldiers were not all on horseback when Reno started out of the timber toward the prairie, the men following him. The men scattered, getting out of the woods as best they could. They ran quartering toward the Little Big Horn. I had started out of the timber when the command did, about half of it being ahead of me and the other half in my rear. There was such a cloud of dust no one could see where he was going; just as I got out on the edge of the prairie my horse fell, throwing me off and running away. I ran back to the timber about 150 yards and took cover among the bushes. Just as I turned back I heard some officer call out:- “Halt men! Let us fight them!”

As soon as the troops led by Reno emerged from the timber the Indians closed down upon them, some ahead, some alongside and some in rear of them.

When I went back to the timber, after my horse threw me, just as I reached the cover I met Lieutenant DeRudio and stopped to talk to him. As we spoke together about a dozen soldiers, some on foot and some on horseback, came along and I called to them to come into the timber and we could stand the Indians off. The soldiers joined us at once and we concealed ourselves, tying the horses to the trees.

Just as we got settled down firing below us opened up and we knew Custer was engaged. The Indians had been leaving Reno and going down the valley in considerable numbers at full speed. The firing down the valley was very heavy. There were about nine volleys at intervals and the intermediate firing was very rapid. The heavy firing lasted from three-quarters of an hour to an hour and then it died away.

I said to the men who were with me, “Boys, we had better get out of this,” I told them that the fight below had stopped, and it was a guess how it had gone, but I thought likely in favor of the Indians, and we had better get away before they came back up the valley. I started out and the men followed me. We saw only five Indians between ourselves and Major Reno. We could see Reno’s troops on a hill about a mile distant, where they had halted. It was five o’clock when I joined Reno.

When we had got out of the timber we could see the Indians coming up the valley in large numbers. As I came up the hill Reno started down the way Custer went, but did not go more than a third of a mile before the Indians met him and drove him back to his old stand on the hill. The Indians attacked Reno with great fury and fought him until dark.

On the following day, the 26th of June, the fight opened at daylight and lasted until one minute past four o’clock P.M. The men had no water and suffered greatly. As many as seven men were hit while trying to get water.

I think Captain Benteen saved the fight on the hill. None of us knew with certainty what had become of General Custer until General Terry came up with Gibbon’s command on the morning of the 27th of June.

The number of Indians that attacked Reno’s command in the flat on the 25th of June could not have exceeded 200 warriors. I do not think any one had been killed up to the time when he retreated into the timber, and only one man had been killed at the time when he broke for the bluffs.

The horses were not tired and the men worn out and sleepy (as has been represented) when we arrived at the battle field. The animals were fresh and Custer led as well fed and cheerful a set of men as ever went to battle. Everybody thought the Indians were running away when we charged down upon the village and the only fear was that they would escape before we could strike them.

I do not think Custer’s fight lasted very long. Certainly it was all over in less than two hours; but at one time the firing was so heavy we thought Custer was advancing, and the Indians seemed to have some doubt as to the result of the battle, for they commenced to take down the lodges and pack up the village as if for flight.

The distance from the mouth of the Rosebud, where Custer started out, to the battle field at the mouth of the Little Big Horn was something over one hundred miles. I think the first day we marched twelve miles, the second day thirty-five miles, the third day thirty-three miles, and the fourth and last day twenty-five to twenty-eight miles. We started at noon on the 22nd of June, and did not reach the battle field until about noon on the 25th of June. All stories about Custer running his men and horses until they were worn out by the time they arrived on the battle field are unqualifiedly false. A heavy pack train kept up with us. The movements of Custer throughout the march, so far as I could judge, were deliberate and soldierly in the extreme. --George B. Herendeen

[CN] 3.54
 [CT] GEORGE HERENDEEN: ACCOUNT, AS GIVEN TO WALTER CAMP, 1909

Among the “interviews” obtained by Walter Camp during his study of the Little Horn disaster was an account furnished by George Herendeen late in 1909. This is another in a succession of statements authored by Herendeen, who has proven to be a credible and generally reliable witness to the events in which he participated.

Like his earlier narratives, this one can also stand alone without extensive commentary or copious notes. Much of the narrative does not however, bear directly on the Custer fight, and I have excluded most of that material. What remains is both interesting and highly informative. Herendeen was sixty-four years of age when this account was written.

For the most part the statements which I here make are taken from very full notes of the Little Big Horn expedition made in 1877 when all of the details were fresh in my mind. I am not, therefore, depending on memory for more than these thirty three years…

In the winter of 1875-76 I lived at Baker’s Battlefield, Montana, most of the time alone and had accumulated a large number of skins. In February Major Brisbin came down the Yellowstone, clearing the valley of settlers in anticipation of the Sioux war. It had been decided to make war on the Sioux, and it was desired to have the settlers out of the way. When he came to me, I at first refused to move, but he finally prevailed on me to do so and agreed to transport my skins for me and did so and took me on down the river as far as mouth of Big Horn. We then returned up river, and I went to Bozeman with my stuff.

Gibbon soon after this started down the Yellowstone to join Terry, and about two weeks later, I followed and overtook his command…

When we got to Pease Bottom there were some half dozen or more boats there to which I fell heir. Gibbon said he wished to borrow these for his men to scout the river with, and I loaned them to him…I went on ahead two or three days ‘march and at Wolf Rapids met the Far West coming up with General Terry and staff aboard and took some dispatches and from Terry that night went back and met Gibbon.

I was present on the boat the same day Custer started from the mouth of the Rosebud, Generals Terry, Gibbon, and Custer and Major Brisbin of the 2nd Cavalry. I was called in, and Custer asked me if I knew where the head of Tullock’s fork was, and I said “Yes, I have been there.” And Custer said: “All right, then, he is the man I want.” This is how I came to go with Custer.

When it was decided that I was to go with Custer…I had a saddle but no horse. Custer then had one of the enlisted men of the 7th Cavalry give his horse up to me, and this young fellow went on the steamer. His term of enlistment was about to run out, but he afterward told me that my taking his horse had saved his life, as if he had gone with Custer he thought he would have been in the fight with the five companies.

Early on June 25 I told Custer that Tullock’s Creek was just over the divide, but Custer replied rather impatiently to the effect that there was now no occasion for sending me there as the Indians were known to be in his front, and that his command had been discovered by them. He said the only thing for him (Custer) to do was therefore charge their village as soon as possible. It was also my opinion that Custer wished to fight the Indians with the 7th Cavalry alone, and he was clearly making every effort to do this. It appeared to me at the time that Custer was right and that there was really no use in scouting Tullock’s fork…

I saw Reynolds come out of timber, and said: “Charley, don’t try to ride out. We can’t get away from this timber.” Reynolds was then trying to mount his horse. He finally mounted and got about 150 yds. when he was shot, and Isaiah fell near him, and while I was in the timber, I saw Indians shooting at Isaiah and squaws pounding him with stone hammers. His legs below the knees were shot full of bullets only an inch or two apart. Most of the men with me in the timber were a badly scared lot of fellows, and they were already as good as whipped. They appeared to be without experience as soldiers…

Once in a while while in the timber, I would go to the edge and look, and finally seeing only a few Indians, I told the men we would go out and that we must walk and not run and go across the open flat. There was a wounded corporal or sergeant. On the way out of the timber only one shot was exchanged with these Indians. I told the men not to shoot unless necessary, that I did not wish to stir up a general engagement with them not to run but to go in skirmish order, take it cool, and we would get out. I told them I had been in just such scrapes before and we knew we could get out if we kept cool. I told them i could get out alone, and if they would do what I told them I could get them out also. The wounded sergeant then spoke up and said: “They will do what you want, for I will compel them to obey. I will shoot the first man who starts to run or disobey orders.” This wounded sergeant helped me out in good shape. When we got to the river, the water was rather deep where we forded. This sergeant and I remained on the west bank while the balance forded, and we told them when they would get over to protect us while we forded, and they did so.

We forded the river some distance below where Reno did and went up the bluff farther north than where Reno retreated up…The Indians were now coming up the valley to attack Reno…

On the way up the bluff we came upon a dead Sioux, whose gun lay beside him with a cartridge stuck fast in it. We did not stop, but as we neared the top of the bluff I met Billy Cross coming down. I told him that if he wanted a scalp he would find a dead Sioux farther down. He led Rees with him, and they were all mounted. They went on down, and I did not see them again on the Little Bighorn. Cross afterward told me that when the Sioux charged Reno that evening, they were cut off and had to cut around and went back to the Powder River.

When we got to the top of the bluff, we met Reno’s advance toward Custer just as they stopped and fell back. Had we been twenty minutes later, we never would have been able to join Reno. I found that my horse had jumped up after being shot in the bottom and had followed along in the retreat and was on top of the bluff when I got there. After we were corralled on Reno hill, my horse was killed, and he was one of the dead horses piled up on Moylan’s line. I lay behind him on June 26, and he was bloated up with gas, and two or three times when the body was struck, I could hear the hiss of escaping gas.

On June 27 we moved down off the bluff and camped in the bottom, and the wounded also were taken down there. In hunting around for dead bodies, we found a dead horse in the middle of the river just below where Reno had crossed in retreat. This horse lay in water too shallow to float him off. The horse was much bloated, and upon investigation we found a dead soldier under him. Whether he had been drowned by being caught under the horse when the latter fell, or whether he had been killed simultaneously with the horse I do not know…

On June 25, 1877, I went to the battlefield with Captain Nowlan and took away the remains of ten officers…When Custer was buried, there were stakes marked VI and VII for Custer and Tom Custer, and but for me they would have made a mistake and got other remains than Custer’s. Already had other remains. I identified Custer’s remains…

[CN] 3.55
 [CT] GEORGE HERENDEEN: TESTIMONY AT THE RENO COURT OF INQUIRY, 1879

George Herendeen was with the Custer command in the capacity of scout/guide/courier. He had originally been with Gibbon, having tagged along from Pease Bottoms with some rowboats which he had leased to the army [on the spur of the moment] and for which he was seeking payment – received eventually in a case of creative accounting by the Quartermaster for General Terry. 

In 1874, Herendeen had been over much of the territory to be covered by Custer on his march from the Rosebud, and, as a member of a large group of prospectors and hunters, had fought a few skirmishes with the Lakota in the area. He was specifically attached to Custer’s column to bring news of the scouting of the headwaters of Tulloch’s Creek down that stream to Terry and Gibbon. For this mission, he was to be paid the then lordly sum of $300.00, which was almost two years’ pay for a private soldier.

His testimony is valuable, coming from a man with much experience and who paid attention to what was going on around him. It is important in that it puts people and places in perspective as to events and for the opinions he freely expresses. 

In addition to this testimony, which is provided here complete, and with a minimum of editing as to spelling and punctuation, Herendeen also made a couple of statements which appeared in contemporary newspapers and which are reproduced elsewhere in the appendices. I have added a few notes to the testimony.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) State your name, occupation and residence.

A) George Herendeen. I have been running on the prairie as a scout. My residence is Bozeman, Montana Territory.

Q) Were you present with a part of the 7th Cavalry on the 25th and 26th of June 1876?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) In what capacity?

A) As scout and courier.

Q) For whom?

A) General Custer.

Q) On the morning of the 25th of June 1876, what was the condition of the horse you rode in the marches of that command?

A) My horse was in good condition. He was lame when I started with him, but he took me through all right. He was a good horse.

Q) State what duty you did as compared with the command more or less.

A) I had more riding to do than the command would have.

Q) Describe if you can, the place where the command went into camp on the early morning of the 25th. State as near as you can, how far from the river or the divide.

A) I judge it was not far from 20 miles from the Little Big Horn.

Q) Was that at the place coffee was made?

A) I don’t know. When we went into camp I laid down and went to sleep and did not wake up until the order to march was given.

Q) When did the command move?

A) In the morning.

Q) At what hour?

A) I think it was directly after sunrise, it was early.

Q) Do you know who ordered it to move?

A) No, sir.

Q) Was General Custer present when it moved?

A) I think I saw General Custer when I went out myself. I went to the right flank, that was my place the night before, and I went there that morning.

Q) Was the whole command in motion when you went out?

A) No, sir.

Q) Were they getting under way?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State what you did and what you saw, when you got on the divide.

A) We went some distance up a dry fork and the command halted. I went off some 500 or 600 yards from the command, and stayed there while General Custer went on ahead looking for the Indians’ camp [to the Crow’s Nest].

Q) What did you see there, if anything?

A) A few minutes before General Custer came down, there was a scout named Bouyer, a half-breed - he and I were great friends and he came to me as he came down. As I was looking a few minutes before, I had seen some object, but having but just got a glance at it, I thought perhaps it was a deer, but when he came down he asked me if I had seen that Indian. I said I had seen some object but I did not know what it was. He said, “It was an Indian, and when he saw you he ran for camp.” He said he had seen two others with 3 or 4 loose horses and they had run.

Q) Did you hear any orders given that morning by General Custer or his adjutant, to Major Reno? If so, where and at about what hour, and what orders were they?

A) I heard General Custer tell Major Reno to lead out and he would be with him. Those were about the words I understood him to use. That is all I heard.

Q) Where was that?

A) About a mile or a mile and a half from the village.

Q) How far from the river?

A) About three-quarters of a mile.

Q) Was it near any Indian lodge?

A) Yes, sir, right by the side of one.

Q) How far was that tepee from the crossing?

A) About three-quarters of a mile.

Q) Was that the point where Major Reno’s battalion pulled out?

A) Yes, sir, Major Reno led out and I went with him. Directly after General Custer used those words, he said, “Take the scouts with you, too,” and I supposed that included me, and I went along. We started at a lope and went to the Little Big Horn.

Q) How long did it take you to get there?

A) We went in a slow lope. Major Reno said, “Keep your horses well in hand, boys” and we took a slow lope so as not to wind our horses, and we were probably 5 or 6 minutes going down there, I can’t tell.

Q) State all that transpired from that time till Major Reno’s command halted and deployed as skirmishers, what conversation, if any, you had with Major Reno, what orders, if any, were given by him, and what Indians, if any, you saw.

A) We were loping down to the Little Big Horn, and I had some trouble before I got there and I did not catch up till Major Reno and the men with him were in the creek. There were six Crow Indians along and two or three of them were with me. Major Reno was in the creek at the time. One of the Crows called out, in Crow, that the Sioux were coming up to meet us. I called across, to no one in particular, to hold on, the Sioux were coming to meet us. I did not see any Indians, but supposed the Crows had. They kept on across and I then crossed myself. I did not look back. The command went through the timber and went on down in a lope. I kept off to the left, out of the way. As we advanced down the valley, fires commenced springing up in the timber. We kept right on down the river, facing a little point of timber that came out onto the prairie. Major Reno’s command came up facing that, and there a few shots were fired into the timber by the soldiers, I supposed to draw the fire of any Indians that might be there. The command halted there and formed a skirmish line.

Q) In going down the valley, how did the horses seem?

A) They went down in good style, I thought.

Q) Did you notice any difficulty on the part of the men in controlling the horses?

A) No, sir, only as a shot was fired occasionally in the command. They kept in good shape.

Q) Did any Indians oppose the advance of the command down there?

A) I did not see any, and I was in front. The Indians were sitting still on their horses, seemed to be awaiting our approach, and did not move till we got near to where the command dismounted - then they commenced making up and skirmishing out.

Q) Did you hear any fire returned from the timber by the Indians?

A) No, sir.

Q) Was there any returned?

A) I think not. If there had been, I could have heard the balls, and I heard none.

Q) What was your position in reference to the column going down?

A) About on a line with it, but to the left.

Q) In what direction of the sand hills or bluffs?

A) I was between the troops and the bluffs.

Q) How far out from the left of the column were you?

A) Probably 100 yards.

Q) When the command halted and deployed, where did you take your station?

A) About in rear and on the left, in a little swale. As the troops dismounted we stopped behind so as not to be in the way. They swung to the left which left us on the left of the line.

Q) Was it clear to the left, or along there?

A) Somewhere along in that locality.

Q) State what you did while in that position.

A) We dismounted and sat down and watched the fire of the troops a few minutes. There were no Indians near enough to shoot at so we sat there. The troops were firing rapidly. We could see Indians on the hills but so far off it was no use to shoot at them. There were two men with me, Reynolds and Girard, and we proposed to all shoot at one Indian. We fired but all our shots fell short. That was the only shots we fired there.

Q) How far were your sights raised?

A) I did not use raised sights, but the others did. We judged our shots reached from 700 to 900 yards. We could see all the balls strike short of the Indian.

Q) At that time were there any Indians nearer to the command than that one Indian?

A) I could not see any.

Q) Did you see any Indians at all in the bottom?

A) A little farther down the valley than the one we shot at on the hill, I saw Indians; and after that they got closer, probably within 3 or 4 hundred yards.

Q) State how long you remained there, and what you did after?

A) Directly after we fired that shot, we took our horses in the timber and tied them so they would not be any trouble to us, as we expected to stay there and fight on foot. In coming out I got separated from my partners, and was alone after that. When I came out I saw Indians circling around the hills and coming in the valley closer to us. As I came out I was in a position where I could not see the troops. I was facing the way we came in and the soldiers were facing the bluffs. I stayed there, and saw Indians coming in, and presently the firing ceased on the part of the soldiers, and the Indians came in closer, coming within 40 or 50 steps of me, and ran into the timber. I got in some nice shots there, but as the firing had ceased I went to see what the troops were doing. I went down in the timber and the horses were gone - none but mine was left. I got on him and rode through into a little park or glade in the timber. There I saw some troops, probably a company, drawn up in line facing the creek as the stream runs.

Q) Did the stream make a bend about there?

A) There was a bend below. They were not facing the bend, they were facing north and south nearly, that is, the right would be to the south.

Q) Look at this map and see if you can locate about your position in the timber when you went from the prairie into the timber.

A) I can describe it by that open place, but not by the balance of it.

Q) Say that dotted line was the skirmish line, but not extending out that far, where was your position?

A) I should call that advance line the skirmish line.

Q) State the position you occupied at the time.

The witness then marked about where his position was with a figure “4’

Q) From there go on and describe your movement into the timber.

A) I went down into that opening.

Q) Where were the Indians you saw?

A) They came around to our left and went into the timber. As there was no firing on the line they came closer and closer. There was firing from the line across towards the bluffs but it was long rifle range, and the Indians came riding around on the hills and in the bottom, about one third of the way from the “C” to “A” working in that way towards the timber, and when the fire of the troops ceased, they came straight across to the timber.

Q) When you were there firing at the Indians, did they return your fire?

A) A few returned it.

Q) Did they seem to regard or respect your firing?

A) They came right along, it did not turn them.

Q) How many did you see come in there?

A) Twenty or 25 and they were still coming when I rode into the timber. They did not come together but came straggling along.

Q) What was their firing as regards the troops?

A) The Indians were not firing at the troops. 3 or 4 shots were fired at me as they went along. They could just see my head and shoulders, as I stood in a buffalo trail leading into the timber.

Q) State what experience you have had in Indian warfare?

A) I have been in that country about 10 years and have been in a good many Indian fights. I have been in 3 very heavy engagements, one within about 15 miles of that place, one within about 30 miles, and one within about 12 miles.

Q) Have you generally been employed by the government out there?

A) I have some, but not a great deal. The fights I have been in out there I was with citizens.

Q) State from that place in the timber, how many men it would have required to have checked those Indians or driven them out at the time they were coming in.

A) Ten men could have stopped them coming in at that one point in my judgment.

Q) How long were you at that particular place, in that buffalo trail, before you left it?

A) I was there probably 6 or 7 minutes. I fired 7 or 8 shots.

Q) Were you mounted or dismounted?

A) Dismounted.

Q) State if you rejoined the command in the timber or in that vicinity.

A) As I started to find the command they were standing still mounted in that park - what I could see of them.

Q) How many could you see?

A) There was a line extending along one side of that square. I did not notice particularly how many. I saw they were drawn up in line.

Q) In what direction were the troops you saw there facing in relation to the village?

A) They were facing at right angles, that is, the left was down the river.

Q) How were they, in close order or in skirmish line?

A) I judge in close order.

Q) What do you mean by close order?

A) As close as the horses could stand together.

Q) Did you see Major Reno there and, if so, what was he doing?

A) He was sitting on his horse in the park.

Q) Were you near him?

A) I rode to within about six feet of him on his right.

Q) Did you speak to him?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did he speak to you?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did you hear him give any orders or instructions at that time?

A) I heard him order the troops to dismount, and there was a volley fired by the Indians - I judge the same Indians that came in and that I had been firing at. There was an Indian standing on Major Reno’s front, not more than eight or ten feet from him. As I rode in there and got straightened up, and saw how everything lay, this volley was fired and this Indian and a soldier [were] hit. The soldier hallooed and Major Reno gave the order to dismount, and the soldiers had just struck the ground, when he gave the order to mount, and then everything left the timber on a run.

Q) Who was this Indian, if you know?

A) He was called Bloody Knife.

Q) How near was he to Major Reno when he was killed?

A) Within 8 or 10 feet to his right and front.

Q) Who did you see start from there - and describe the manner of starting?

A) Major Reno started out, and the line broke to get out, as far as I could see. I stood there a second or so, and they were getting out at any place they could find. There was a dense undergrowth there, and there could not more than one man get out at a time, they had to go in single file on some trail that had been made by buffalo or some animals.

Q) You saw the command leave the timber?

A) I saw it start.

Q) Did the men appear to be frightened or not at that time?

A) That volley and the man hollering appeared to startle everybody and they ran.

Q) Did you follow them?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Were you frightened?

A) I was not, till after I got dismounted. I was not in the timber. I thought I had a pretty good position, and there was nothing to get frightened at.

Q) Describe what occurred after that, the manner in which the command went across the bottom and why you did not go, if you did not.

A) I started and got to the edge of the timber; some of the men were passing me and all were going as fast as spurs would make an American horse go, and I started my horse. There was a dense cloud of dust, and I could not see where I was going. I got out about a 150 yards and my horse went down. I don’t know whether he stumbled or was hit, he was hit when I found him after, but he went down and I went off, and I got back into the timber. Men were passing me all the time, everybody was running for their [lives], some Indians like to have run over me as I fell, probably 20 Indians ran almost over me. I got up and turned and went right back into the timber.

Q) Did you at the time the command left the timber see any officer or hear any officer making any attempt to stop or halt the men? If so, state what officer, and what he was doing.

A) As I started back and got near the timber, the men were still coming out, and from the other side of the timber or right near the timber I heard an officer trying to halt his men. I think he said, “Company A men, halt! Let us fight them—for God’s sake, don’t run!” I don’t remember his words, but I remember his hallooing [this was probably Charles Varnum].

Q) Was that the substance of it?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did the men seem to be firing with their revolvers when they left?

A) I saw no shots fired. The Indians were not paying as much attention as they went out as after they got out a ways. I saw one man throw his gun away as he was going out of the timber. He got left behind and I don’t suppose he knew what he was doing.

Q) What did you find back in the timber?

A) A few men dismounted and some mounted. I advised them to go into the timber and try to stand the Indians off, as there was no use trying to get away by running, as I had tried to do that. They turned back into the timber and stayed there.

Q) Did you find any Indians there?

A) No, sir.

Q) State if the men you found in there had any ammunition.

A) Yes, sir, they all appeared to have plenty. There were 7 or 8 horses in there. About half the men were mounted and about half dismounted. The men who had horses had plenty of ammunition in their saddlebags.

Q) Were you and they molested by Indians in there?

A) No, sir.

Q) How long did you remain there before leaving?

A) I judge near two hours, I can’t state the time exactly.

Q) How did the men appear when you first went in there?

A) Everybody was a good deal frightened when I first got in there, but we had plenty of time to cool off, as nobody was molesting us. We considered we were in a desperate place and had to do something, and commenced cleaning our guns and getting our ammunition ready for a fight, if it did come.

Q) After Major Reno’s command left and you had gone back into the timber, did you hear any firing, if so, where, and describe it?

A) I heard firing after we had been in there some time. We had got settled down and were talking over matters.

Q) Give your idea of the time.

A) It was not over half an hour, I think it was under.

Q) Describe that firing.

A) It began in volleys. I heard a great many volleys fired, then between volleys and after the volleys ceased there were scattering shots.

Q) That was downstream?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Have you been over the Custer battlefield?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) What was the direction of that firing in reference to the place those men were found?

A) That would be the right direction, it came from that direction.

Q) How long before that fire died away entirely, from the time you first heard it?

A) It might have lasted an hour, I think not over an hour.

Q) After that did you hear any firing on the right bank of the stream?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did you hear any scattering shots?

A) No, sir, I did not.

Q) What did you think it was at the time you heard this volley firing you speak of?

A) I thought it was General Custer.

Q) Was that impression changed afterwards or was it confirmed?

A) It was confirmed.

Q) You have scouted that country over, have you not?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) You remember the place where Major Reno’s command pulled ahead of General Custer to go to the crossing?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) You know where General Custer was found with his men afterwards?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) I want you to take into consideration the time that elapsed after Major Reno got to the place where he halted and formed the skirmish line, and the engagement following it, and state where General Custer must have been at the time Major Reno left the timber with his command.

A) He must have been about half way from the starting point and where he had his fight.

Q) Here is the point “A” showing the crossing of Major Reno in the first instance - how do you mean, half way to the place he made his fight?

A) I judge that at the time Major Reno left the timber, General Custer was about opposite where we were. I judge that by the distance, I did not see him at all.

Q) Designate it on the map, if you can.

A) I don’t like this map, I don’t think it shows the country.

Q) This map doesn’t show where they separated, but remember where Major Reno pulled ahead, and take into consideration the time it took to get there, and the movements there at the timber by the command, and knowing the country as you do, and the battlefield of General Custer, how near was General Custer to his battlefield when Major Reno left the timber with his command?

A) It would be just a guess, depending on how fast he was traveling. He ought to have been beyond Major Reno’s position on the hill, about half a mile. I should not think he was over two miles from the battlefield where he was found [the two distances given do not match up, but the two miles is the closer of the two].

Q) Locate on the map about where that would be.

A) I don’t know how fast General Custer was traveling, and it would be a mere guess. A man with a good fast horse could have gone there before Major Reno left the timber.

Q) If these lines represent General Custer’s trail, about how far would that be on this map?

A) I know that country and from the point we called Weir’s Hill, there is a sort of swale runs down and it is nice traveling to the creek that runs in there. I was not over General Custer’s trail that season, but I was the next, but it was so obliterated that I don’t know exactly where it was.

Q) What time was it when you left the timber as near as you could judge?

A) I can’t tell, it was late in the afternoon.

Q) Did you rejoin that command, if so, with whom?

A) I did, with 11 enlisted men.

Q) Were they in the timber with you that day, or did you pick them up going over?

A) They were with me in the timber, 3 were wounded.

Q) Do you know when they were wounded?

A) I do not.

Q) Do you know whether it was before the command left the timber, or while in the act of leaving the timber?

A) I think one man told me he was wounded as he got outside of the timber, after he was dismounted.

Q) What command did you join, and where?

A) I joined Major Reno’s command on the opposite side of the river, on the bluff.

Q) Did you take these men with you?

A) Eleven men went with me, two did not.

Q) Were they wounded men or not?

A) They were well men [two troopers from A Company stayed behind, and were later killed].

Q) Where did you cross the river when you joined the command?

A) We left the vicinity of that little park and went out in the bend, and crossed right in the bend.

Q) Did you see the troops which you joined?

A) We saw troops on the hill as we crossed.

Q) Did you see troops below that as you came out?

A) After we crossed we started up that little valley on the other side before we started up the hill, and just before we got to where we could see the position of the troops, we saw an officer and some men start towards us, and we went up and some troops were on the march down the ridge.

Q) Whose company did you meet?

A) I don’t know whose company; I met Lieutenant Varnum and 4 or 5 men coming to meet us.

Q) Did you encounter any Indians coming out of the timber?

A) Only five; they fired one shot and we returned it and they ran. That was all the opposition we had.

Q) What was the command doing when you got on the hill? Engaged in firing on the enemy?

A) They were not engaged, they were marching down. They became engaged in a few minutes after. As I was coming up the hill I saw Indians advancing in that direction.

Q) When you got on the hill, was the pack train up?

A) Yes, sir. As I got up, the pack train was just opposite me.

Q) Did you participate in the battle on the hill on the 25th and 26th of June?

A) Yes, sir. We were corralled on the hill those days.

Q) Were you assigned to any post? If so, by whose order?

A) I was not.

Q) State what you saw going on there.

A) I could see only part of it - in the immediate vicinity of where I was.

Q) Where were you?

A) The first night I was in the center. When my horse fell he hurt me and I got wet crossing the river and that night I laid among the horses, and the next day I was with A Company.

Q) What kind of a crossing was it where you came over?

A) It was a steep cut bank and the water was about up to my shoulder.

Q) How was it on the other side?

A) A gravelly bar.

Q) How was the timber?

A) It was scattering.

Q) How scattering?

A) I can’t tell about the timber, I never thought of it before. I remember seeing timber and there was brush on the creek on the other side.

Q) Was it dense?

A) Yes, sir, part of it. All through the valley, there was an occasional tree and some brush, enough to conceal a man walking along.

Q) Did you see Major Reno on the hill on the 25th and 26th days of June?

A) Directly after I got on the hill, I had a conversation with Major Reno. He called to me to interpret for him and Half Yellow Face. He wanted to inquire about the Indian camp. I called the Indian up and he went up where he could look over into the valley. Major Reno wanted his opinion about what the Indians were going to do, as they had taken their lodges down. Half Yellow Face said he thought they were going off, and then went away. A short time after, Major Reno called him back and asked, “How is this? The lodges are all up again!” They were all standing as they were in the first place. He said he didn’t know [what that could mean]. That was all the conversation I had with him on that day.

Q) State what officer appeared to be exercising command there, and state what he did [to give that impression].

A) I was not in a position where I could see all of the command. I could see only about three companies, but the commander I did see was Captain Benteen, on that part of the field.

Q) What portion of the field do you refer to, the right or left as you faced the Indians?

A) As we faced the Indians it would be both.

Q) Describe Captain Benteen’s position there; whether on a knoll or hill to the right, upstream.

A) I should call it on a knoll to the right; it would be up the river the way I was facing. It would be on my right.

Q) State whether or not you saw the Indian village, and, if so, where and how many lodges do you estimate it to contain, and state the facts upon which you base your estimate.

A) I saw the Indian village or the greater part of it anyhow - I suppose all of it - while I was on the hill corralled with Major Reno, the first afternoon. It was a large camp, I think of about 1800 lodges. I have seen a great many camps and this was the largest I ever saw by a great deal.

Q) Did you see the lodges and the places they had been?

A) I merely took an eye view and estimated from what I had seen in other camps.

Q) State how much ground the Indian village covered.

A) That would be hard to tell. In my opinion they moved camp the day before we got there in the morning. It covered a great deal of ground they were not using when we got there.

Q) State whether or not in a camp of Indians they frequently change the position of their lodges.

A) Yes, sir, frequently after occupying one place for a day or two, they change if only to get a clean place.

Q) Did you see the Indian village move off on the 26th?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Describe the length and width of it, and how far it was away.

A) It was nearly dark, and I could only see a black mass moving away. You could not distinguish an Indian on horseback to know it was an Indian. It might have been two miles long and probably half a mile wide. They seemed to be in a good deal of a hurry to change camp.

Q) State how many Indians you saw attacking Major Reno’s position on the afternoon of the 25th or on the 26th.

A) I could not judge the number only by the firing. You could not see the Indians themselves. There may have been four or five hundred around him at a time. My experience is they don’t put all their men in a bunch. If they have enough for reliefs they have them. There were enough of them to hold every position.

Q) Do you know the point occupied by Captain Weir’s company below Major Reno’s position after it moved down?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) How far was it away from Major Reno’s position?

A) Probably a half a mile, maybe more.

Q) State whether during the fight Indians occupied that hill.

A) Yes, sir. I saw Indians on it.

Q) State if they fired from there into the command.

A) I can’t say. They fired at us from very long range, and as the balls would fall among us we could pick them up.

Q) From all you saw during those two days or afterwards, state what was your estimate of the effective fighting force of that hostile village, and state how you arrive at it.

A) I judge there were 3500 fighting men.

Q) What do you mean by fighting men?

A) [Everyone who was] able to handle a gun. I arrive at it by the number of lodges and wickiups. I think there was a large force of Indians who had no women along.

Q) May you not be considerably in error as to the number of lodges there?

A) Yes, sir, I may be.

Q) Within what limit would you put it?

A) I would not say within what limit. I always have estimated them at that number. I have seen 700 or 800 lodges together before, and I judge there were all of 1800 there.

Q) State how many rounds of ammunition you fired there in the timber.

A) Probably ten rounds.

Q) From your experience in Indian fights, how long could a command of 100 men have held out in that timber with six or seven thousand rounds of ammunition judiciously used?

A) I don’t think the Indians could have gotten them out of there at all if they had water and provisions.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) When you laid down to sleep on the morning of the 25th, and did not take any coffee, you were pretty well exhausted were you not?

A) No, sir.

Q) Not very tired?

A) No, sir, we had made a night march. We had slept till 11 o’clock the evening before and then marched till probably 2 o’clock and then laid down again.

Q) How long did you sleep that time?

A) I don’t know how long; I can’t state the hour we marched.

Q) What do you estimate it at?

A) Probably 7 o’clock.

Q) You slept from what time in the morning till 7 o’clock?

A) I laid down about 3, I expect.

Q) Where were you when General Custer gave the order to Major Reno that you have stated -at what part of the column?

A) I was standing still right by the side of that lodge. I had helped to cut it open to see what was in it.

Q) Was the column in motion or not?

A) It was in motion.

Q) Near what part of the column were you?

A) General Custer was nearly opposite me, within 15 feet of me, coming up. That lodge stood off the trail a few feet.

Q) Where was Major Reno, and who was with him?

A) I can’t say who was with him. He was right there in front as I heard the words spoken.

Q) Was he alone or with company.

A) There was a party of men with him, I don’t know who. I suppose his orderlies and an officer or two. I can’t say. Probably 10 or 15 men were with him.

Q) How long after did you mount and join the command?

A) I was mounted at the time and started right out. He kept on the trail and I was probably ten

feet to the right of him.

Q) Did you have him in sight till you reached the ford?

A) I did till my horse fell.

Q) How close to the ford was that?

A) Within 300 or 400 yards.

Q) Did he receive any other orders from General Custer or from his adjutant?

A) Not that I know of.

Q) Do you know whether Lieutenant Wallace and Lieutenant Hare were with Major Reno on the way to the ford from that point?

A) I do not know. I was not acquainted with the officers except General Custer, Major Reno, and Lieutenants Hare and Varnum.

Q) You did not see Lieutenant Cooke deliver an order to Major Reno?

A) No, sir.

Q) The order you heard delivered was from General Custer himself?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) With whom did you stop when the command was halted and deployed in skirmish line?

A) There was a Crow Indian, Girard, and Charlie Reynolds, are all I remember.

Q) When did you dismount?

A) As soon as the troops dismounted.

Q) Were they with you at that time?

A) They were around near me in that swale there.

Q) How soon after you dismounted did the scouts scatter?

A) We sat there a short time watching the troops firing. They had formed in line and were firing. We were discussing the matter and thought we would take a shot.

Q) Where have you fixed the point at which you dismounted?

A) In the vicinity of the figure “4”.

Q) Look at this figure “1” and state if that was not the point at which you and Girard and Reynolds were [see map M.7].

A) This is not my idea of the ground.

Q) How far is it from the point “1” to the point “4” according to the scale of this map?

A) That is something I don’t know.

Q) According to your knowledge of the country, what would you estimate the distance to be?

A) It was probably three or four times farther than I would make it by a guess. I judge by the scale it is a quarter of a mile.

Q) The point “1” is not the point where you dismounted?

A) It would be if you took the points on the map as correct. Where the line was formed it would be about the same place.

Q) How long did you remain in that swale?

A) Probably 6 or 7 minutes.

Q) Where was Major Reno during that time, and what was he doing?

A) I did not see him.

Q) Was he in front of the line according to any knowledge you have from any source?

A) I know nothing about it. I saw the troops and was watching them fire. I saw no officer and paid no attention to their movements up there.

Q) You don’t know where Major Reno was during that period?

A) No, sir.

Q) What did you do after you arose from the swale?

A) I took my horse to the timber and tied him.

Q) Did you see Major Reno at that time?

A) No, sir.

Q) At what part of the timber did you tie your horse?

A) Nearly straight down from where I was. I did not go to the glade but tied him between the glade and the prairie.

Q) What was the skirmish line doing during that time?

A) I could hear them firing at the time I tied my horse.

Q) Heavily or not?

A) Yes, a very good skirmish fire.

Q) You had fired no shots had you?

A) Yes, one shot.

Q) That was at the distant Indian you spoke of?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) What did you do after you tied your horse?

A) I came out.

Q) To the skirmish line?

A) No, sir.

Q) What do you mean?

A) I came right back out of the timber the way I went in.

Q) Would that be in the rear of the skirmish line?

A) It would be the same position I was in before.

Q) How long were you gone tying your horse and coming back?

A) Probably 5 minutes.

Q) Were the men then on the skirmish line?

A) I could hear them firing. When I came out my attention was attracted by the Indians coming out. I could see them coming on the hills.

Q) In considerable numbers or not?

A) Scattering, not a great many.

Q) Did they continue to come in considerable numbers?

A) They did not seem to increase in number any.

Q) What was the number of Indians on that bottom between the skirmish line and the ford “A” at the time that column retired from the timber?

A) I don’t know.

Q) Have you any estimate?

A) When I left the line and went to get my horse I rode the other way into the park. I don’t know what number had got there. They can ride pretty fast.

Q) Can you give an estimate of the number of Indians between the skirmish line and “A”?

A) Most of them got around and got into the timber. They started to come in from the hills and came in on the left. That is all I know about it.

Q) Have you any judgment to give of the number of Indians on the prairie at the time the command left the timber?

A) I was not out there at the time and can’t tell.

Q) What did you do after coming out and where did you go and what did you see?

A) I sat down in a buffalo trail and waited for the Indians to come up.

Q) What was the skirmish line doing at that time, still firing?

A) They were for a few seconds and then ceased. After the Indians got close enough for me to fire there was no fire from the line.

Q) What was the line doing?

A) I don’t know.

Q) Do you know by whose order any change of position was made?

A) No, sir.

Q) How long was it before the skirmish line was withdrawn to the timber - from the time it was deployed?

A) I judge it was 15 minutes.

Q) What did you do when the Indians came close enough for you to fire?

A) I went in the timber and untied my horse.

Q) That point was not as far towards the Indian village as the glade itself?

A) The glade was between the village and my horse.

Q) You did not have to pass through the glade to get to your horse?

A) No, sir.

Q) Where was Major Reno at the time you went and untied your horse?

A) I don’t know. When I mounted and rode into the glade I saw him.

Q) Why did you go and untie your horse?

A) I heard no firing from the troops and wanted to go and see what they were doing.

Q) Where were the troops at the time you untied your horse?

A) I don’t know. When I came to the glade, there was that part [of them] which I saw.

Q) When you untied your horse had the troops left the timber?

A) The part I saw were on their horses in the glade.

Q) Did you untie your horse and go in there before the troops left the timber?

A) Yes, sir - before the troops I saw there left.

Q) Before any of the troops so far as you know had left the timber?

A) Yes, sir. The troops I speak of were the troops I saw in the glade mounted. I don’t know whether that was all of the command or only part of it. That part I saw when I came out.

Q) Where did you see those mounted troops after you got your horse?

A) In that glade.

Q) Major Reno gave the command “dismount” when you came up?

A) Yes, sir. I came up he was sitting on his horse. I stood there a second or two, enough to notice what was going on.

Q) He afterwards gave the command “mount”?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) How many troops were about him and of what companies?

A) I do not know of what companies. I judge there was a company in there that I saw. I don’t know how far they extended out of my sight. In that glade there was all of one company formed.

Q) Can you give an estimate of the number?

A) I judge there were 50, just guessing at it.

Q) How near were you to Major Reno?

A) Probably within six feet of him.

Q) What did Major Reno do when he ordered the command to mount?

A) He started through the timber.

Q) Rapidly or not?

A) Yes, he started rapidly.

Q) Did he succeed in riding rapidly through there?

A) He passed out of my sight very soon.

Q) Did you have an opportunity to follow him?

A) There was nothing holding me from following him.

Q) Did all the soldiers follow him, those 50 you spoke of?

A) I don’t know. They went out of the timber.

Q) Do you know whether he continued to ride rapidly without stopping at the edge of the timber?

A) No, sir, I can’t say. I started right out of the timber but did not go very fast. But as I came out the men were going across the prairie on a dead run. I don’t know where Major Reno was at the time.

Q) How far was that from the edge of the timber, [where] you saw him start on his horse?

A) I judge it was probably 75 feet.

Q) Could you see through it?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did you see Captain Moylan at the edge of the timber?

A) No, sir. I did not see him anywhere in the fight.

Q) You did not see Major Reno speak to Captain Moylan or tarry with him?

A) I did not.

Q) Do you know to what company the men left in the timber belonged?

A) I know there was a man or two of A Company. I can’t state as to the others. I heard them talking among themselves.

Q) Would there not be something on their uniforms or caps to show?

A) Occasionally a man had a letter on his cap, but they generally wore what kind of hat they pleased, and not all had their letters on their hats.

Q) Don’t you know that most of them belonged to Company A?

A) No, sir, I do not.

Q) Do you know they belonged to any company than A?

A) I think they were men from more than one company.

Q) What number do you fix as belonging to other companies than A?

A) I can not tell you anything about that.

Q) You remained there two hours?

A) I judge about that.

Q) Two men were still left in the timber?

A) That is what they state.

Q) Did you know at the time of leaving the timber they were there?

A) I did not.

Q) Did you see Mr. Girard in the timber?

A) No, sir, not in the timber.

Q) During the 2 hours you were in the timber what part of it could you see?

A) I was right at the edge of the park and could see from where I lay into the park and into the timber, and on to the hill on the other side.

Q) Do you really know at what point the column of Custer ceased to follow the direction the column of Major Reno took?

A) I do not. I did not look back to see.

Q) If, at the time the skirmish line was being deployed, the Gray Horse Company of the column, of which it was a part, was at the point marked “2” in pencil on the map, on the right bank of the river, where would that column, in all probability, have been at the time Major Reno left the timber?

A) That would be another guess with me, as to how far they could go in that length of time.

Q) Would they have had time to get to the point “B”?

A) They would have had time enough to go a mile, I think, easy.

Q) What is the character of the country towards “B”?

A) I claim that what is called Weir’s Hill is the highest point on the ridge in that vicinity.

Q) That circular mark is to indicate the position Major Reno took. How far from there can you see the country towards “B”?

A) To that highest point, Weir’s Hill, probably half a mile down.

Q) How long after Major Reno’s command left the timber did you hear that general firing in the direction General Custer’s body was afterwards found?

A) We had got in the timber and had got cooled down, and were studying up plans what to do to get out. We must have been in there 20 minutes.

Q) If at the time Major Reno’s command was deploying as a skirmish line, the column with the Gray Horse Company was at the point “2,” in 20 minutes after Major Reno’s command left the timber, would they not have had time to get further than “B”?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) If the column had been at “2” at the time the skirmish line was deployed by Major Reno, would it not have had time to have done considerable firing at “B,” if there was any fight there?

A) I don’t think there was any fight there.

Q) With regard to the firing you did yourself, were you not very much interested in hitting the Indians you were firing at? Was not your attention wholly called to your employment?

A) Of course I was interested in my shot.

Q) Would you not have been inattentive to firing in other directions as long as you were firing yourself?

A) No, sir.

Q) Do you think you could hear the firing of others as well as if you had not been firing yourself?

A) I was thinking of the position I was in, not hearing any more firing from the troops, and the Indians coming in so close. No firing being done in my rear, I supposed the Indians would join very soon.

Q) Do you know whether the troops laid in the edge of the timber?

A) I could not say.

Q) Do you know how much ammunition they had?

A) Judging from what the men who had horses left in the timber they had plenty. They had six or seven packages of ammunition each.

Q) Did the men have in their saddlebags more than 50 rounds of ammunition each?

A) They had all of that. They had more than we wanted.

Q) Did the troops have 6000 or 7000 rounds of cartridges?

A) I don’t know.

Q) The estimate you base on what the troops could do with that number of cartridges would depend on whether they had that number?

A) I heard it said that the men had 100 rounds each, probably 60 in their saddlebags and 40 in their belts.

Q) You fired more carefully than the troops and less frequently?

A) I don’t know about that. Take 100 men firing and you can’t tell whether they are firing slower than you are or not.

Q) The firing was so frequent you could not distinguish the individual firing?

A) No, I did not see them fire - only in the first part of it.

Q) In point of fact, how much of Major Reno’s conduct did you see in the timber?

A) I did not see Major Reno at all, only at the time he left.

Q) While in the timber how much did you see of him?

A) I saw him give two orders and saw him stand probably half a minute, while standing there, before that volley was fired by the Indians.

Q) Was Captain Benteen the senior captain on the hilltop?

A) I believe he was.

Q) He would be the second-in-command, would he not?

A) I judge so, so far as I know about military matters.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) Might not Lieutenant Cooke have given an order to Major Reno, and you not know it?

A) He could have done it.

Q) How long was it after Major Reno halted his command and deployed it, till the command left the timber?

A) I judge about 20 minutes.

Q) You have scouted that country over. Describe it from Major Reno’s position on the hill down the stream to the place where General Custer’s battlefield was.

A) I don’t consider it as easy country to go through when you get to the creek. It is a deep creek, what we call a bad-land creek with cut banks and hard to get through unless the Indians or the buffalo had made trails through it.

Q) How would a command in passing over it the first time go down?

A) In single file.

Q) Would you keep near the river or head it off as the best place?

A) I would keep near the river myself.

Q) Describe the country from there on.

A) It is rolling hills, some deep cuts, but easy to go over. It is a rise, I call it, from this creek to the place where General Custer and the men with him lay.

Q) Describe the ravine “H” if there is one there.

A) I don’t know that I could describe that. I did not pay much attention to the field. I was on the hill where General Custer lay the next year, but my business was to scout the country thoroughly for 10 or 12 miles around for the men that were never found.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) The ravine you speak of is lower down the river than “B”?

A) That place said to be a ford is at the mouth of a creek that comes in there.

Q) You were not attached to any company but were on detached duty?

A) Yes, sir.

Questions by the Court:

Q) Were you over the field immediately after the battle?

A) No, sir, I was sent down with a company of the 2nd Cavalry into the Indian camp to help destroy what was left, and that company went through the creek just where the 7th Cavalry were burying their dead, and then went back into the hills.

Q) Where did you cross?

A) Right under the hill that General Custer lay on. There is a crossing there. I should say the Indians crossed there.

Q) Did you notice that place “B” on the right side of the river.

A) I was there the next year. I judged when I was there that what they called the watering place was at the mouth of that creek.

Q) Why do you conclude there was no fighting done there?

A) Because it was so near to where I was that I should have heard the firing more plainly.

Q) Do you know whether there was a ford there?

A) The next year there was a good ford there, right in the vicinity of the mouth of the creek.

Q) A command moving in from above there, how would it get to the place where the bodies were found afterwards, with a view to getting a good route?

A) It was easy only at one place where the creek came in, and they could cross at the mouth of it where I was myself.

Q) From your knowledge of the country, from the point where the commands separated, what was the probable route of General Custer, or have you any idea in regard to that? What trail do you think he took, and did he come to this watering place, or strike the river lower down?

A) I should think they would come to the river to get around easy. There was a swale that led to the creek and then they could follow the creek down.

Q) Were there any evidences that that was the trail General Custer’s command took?

A) I did not go over it till the next year and can’t say.

Q) What evidences of fighting did you see anywhere on that field afterwards?

A) I was not over it at that time only to go across the river opposite there.

Q) Did you find any soldiers’ bodies over in the Indian village, or see any?

A) No, sir.

After testimony from Captain Payne and Lieutenant Hare [see Appendices 3.49 & 5.14], the next day began with some sparring over whether or not Frederick Whittaker would be allowed to have the questions he had prepared put to witnesses. Recorder Lee asked for the guidance of the Court and Gilbert objected if Whittaker were to become a quasi-assistant to Lee. The Court held that Lee could ask the questions, at his discretion, but that Whittaker could have no official standing of any kind. Lee then recalled George Herendeen.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) Did you or did you not observe any evidence of fear on the part of Major Reno on the 25th and 26th of June? If so, state the grounds of your opinion and what the facts are.

A) I do not know that I noticed his countenance particularly when I saw him in the timber. The conversation between us on the 26th…

Q) Just answer this question first.

A) As I stated in my testimony, the volley was fired and this Indian was killed, and the man who was struck hollered out aloud. That was the time that everybody left the timber in a great hurry. I could not judge whether Major Reno was scared or not, but he left there.

Q) State, if you know, what the effect of Bloody Knife being killed had on Major Reno.

A) All I know is what Major Reno told me.

Q) State what he told you.

A) I think it was on the 26th, or the morning of the 27th, when General Terry was advancing up. I was near to Major Reno, and knowing that Bloody Knife was killed near to where we were in the timber, I asked him if he remembered anything about that fact. I forget the exact words I used. He said, “Yes, his blood and brains spattered over me.” That is all I heard him say, and the only question I asked of him.

Q) Come back to the question, and state whether or not you know what effect that had on Major Reno at the time.

A) I thought at the time it demoralized him a good deal when Bloody Knife was killed in front of him, and that soldier was killed and hollered. The Indians were not over thirty feet from us when they fired. When the soldier was hit, he cried out, “Oh, my God! I have got it!” This scared a good many of the men.

Q) Did Major Reno give any other orders than what you have testified to at this place, this is, “dismount” and “mount’ before leaving?

A) That is all I heard him say.

Q) State whether he started before or after the men.

A) He started before. His horse jumped and the men started.

Q) Did the horse jump as though he had spurs put to him?

A) I should judge so.

Q) State whether you then thought he started under the influence of fear for his own personal safety. If so, state why you thought so.

A) I judged the firing of that volley and the killing of that man was the cause of his starting.

Q) That is what you judged at the time?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Have you changed your opinion or judgment since, or do you still hold the same?

A) I always judged, and still do, that that was what stampeded the command in there, that was what made them start.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) What is your standard of valor - your own character?

A) How do you mean?

Q) By what rule do you measure whether a man is frightened or not?

A) Well, by his actions, a great deal.

Q) In relation to your own conduct?

A) Well, I cannot say as to my own conduct at all. I judge the actions of men in places like that.

Q) What length of time, put it in minutes or give it any way that measures time, was Major Reno under your observation in the timber?

A) He was probably a minute.

Q) Do you form the estimate of his conduct that you have stated by what you saw during that period of time?

A) I said I did not notice his conduct with regard to his being scared at all. I am speaking of the volley being fired and their running, and my judgment that the volley caused them to run.

Q) If you did not see his countenance, what portion of his person did you see on which you formed your estimate?

A) I judged by the way he left the timber.

Q) Do you assign as the cause of his starting, the killing of the Indian and the wounding of that man?

A) Yes, sir. I did.

Q) Did you not know that he was on his way toward the plain with a view of giving certain directions to the troops, and that he would have gone there without respect to the killing of that Indian or the wounding of the soldier? [here again it is Gilbert testifying]

A) As I said before, I only saw Major Reno as I came out of the timber and rode up beside him. As far as his actions before are concerned, I don’t know anything about them.

Q) Did you know what was in his mind at the time he stood in the glade?

A) Certainly not.

Q) Do you know that he intended, no matter what happened, to go to the edge of the timber towards the plain?

A) Certainly I did not know what he intended to do.

Q) Do you assign as the cause of his starting there, and going to the edge of the timber, the killing of the Indian and the wounding of the enlisted man?

A) I did at the time.

Q) Do you still assign that as the cause?

A) I do still believe that was the cause of the stampede out of the timber.

Q) What was your reason for believing that to be the cause of Major Reno mounting his horse and going to the edge of the timber?

A) I did not see Major Reno mount his horse at all.

Q) Did you see him till he was on the way from the glade to the edge of the timber?

A) He was sitting on his horse when I came and stood beside him.

Q) Did you have any other reason for thinking he rode to the edge of the timber than you have assigned, the killing of the Indian and the wounding of the white man?

A) He left on a run and the men started in no order at all, in my estimation, and that fixed it in my mind that they were running at the instant.

Q) What distance was he from the head of the men when he left the timber?

A) His horse had jumped when the men started, but I do not know the distance he might have been ahead. The men followed him just as fast as they could get out of the timber.

Q) Do you know whether there was any organization after they left the timber?

A) I do not know anything about any organization. I saw the men make a break to get out.

Q) Might not Major Reno have halted in the edge of the timber with Captain Moylan and assisted in the formation of the column without your knowing it?

A) No, they would not have had time.

Q) Did you mean to say he did not, according to your judgment?

A) As he left the timber I came out myself and it was less than a minute after when I came out. The troops were running across the prairie, but I could not see the rest of the column because the dust was so dense. I could not see the men after they passed a certain point.

Q) You formed your judgment of his cowardice by the volley that was fired that killed the Indian and wounded the white man before you left the timber?

A) I am not saying that he is a coward at all. I am merely stating how he started from that glade. I do not like to express an opinion as to a man’s bravery. I have just given you my judgment of the length of the time it took him to leave the timber and get out on the prairie. I did not see Major Reno stop and form the command, but I stated I did not see him all of the time.

Q) May you not be mistaken in regard to the period of time?

A) No, sir.

Q) Were you so cool that you could not be mistaken?

A) I was not mistaken as to when I started.

Q) Then the period of time was a moment you saw Major Reno, what was done was the killing of one man and the wounding of another. You did not see Major Reno’s countenance and because he made a quick movement to the edge of the timber, you have given the judgment you already have expressed?

A) Yes, sir. That was my idea of it.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) When you were there, near Major Reno, was the command “forward” given or not?

A) I did not hear another word but the two commands “dismount” and “mount.”

Q) If that command had been given, would you have heard it? Were you near enough?

A) If it had been given the way officers usually give the commands, I should have heard it.

Q) Might not that glade be mistaken for the edge of the timber? How near does the glade come to the edge of the timber?

A) The fringe of timber around the glade is not very wide - wide enough to protect a man. The place where I went out was 75 or 100 feet.

Q) At the left of the glade how near is it to the edge of the timber?

A) It is right close. The horses were drawn up at the edge of the timber, facing the glade.

Q) For all you know that may have been the formation of the command to leave the timber?

A) Certainly, I don’t know the orders or what had been done. They were standing there.

Q) You saw how many men?

A) It looked to me, as I glanced at it, and it does today, like a company, probably 50 men.

Q) Did you see any officers there?

A) I did not notice any except Major Reno.

Q) Did you hear any order given after the volley was fired?

A) The order to dismount was given as the volley was fired.

Q) Then what order?

A) To mount, that was the last I heard.

Q) How long after that, till you got into the plain?

A) I went right out. I did not run but I urged my horse along. I was not afraid but I should get through the timber all right. When I got out the troops were running as fast as they could.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) Two orders were given by Major Reno during the time you saw him - dismount and mount?

A) Yes, sir.





[CN] 3.56
 [CT] WILLIAM HEYN: INTERVIEW WITH WALTER CAMP, UNDATED

Walter Camp mss field notes, Box 2, Brigham Young University.

Says that sometime after Weir went out toward Custer the whole outfit moved down the river, he being carried on a blanket; but did not go far before halted and fell back.

When he left the skirmish line there were no officers on it. He mounted up the troop and rode toward the south side of the timber. There he saw Moylan and Reno just in the edge of the timber, with cocked revolvers, ready to go out. The men straggled out and started across the flat without any particular command and no bugle being blown, officers digging spurs into their horses and every man for himself.

W. Heyn, 1st Sergt. Of Troop A, says that when the men fell back from the skirmish line to the woods there were no officers on the line. When on the skirmish line the shell ejectors of his carbine would not work, and he borrowed a ramrod from Wallace to get the shell out, as Wallace had a sporting rifle. When he fell back to the woods Moylan and Reno were mounted, and Trumpeter McVey, of his troop, who held his horse, called to him and said: “For God’s sake, Sergeant, take your horse - we’re going to retreat.” In the timber Heyn was shot in the knee, the bullet passing into his horse. On the way to the river Roy’s horse was shot, and his own horse was hit twice more, once through the neck and at the roots of his tail. Lieut. Hodgson was riding at Heyn’s left side, and while crossing the river Hodgson was shot and fell off his horse into the river. Heyn’s horse carried him to the top of the bluff, but he [the horse] died the next morning.

Benteen got up about the same time that Reno went up the bluff. Heyn says Benteen was walking around all the time, encouraging the men, while bullets were whistling all about him, and was regarded as the hero of the fight.

[CN] 3.57
 [CT] HUMP, MNICOUJOU LAKOTA: NARRATIVE GIVEN AT FORT YATES, DAKOTA, JULY 30, 1881

Hump, the source of this account, was a leading chief of the Mnicoujou Lakota and had a large following at the Little Horn. He gave his story, as did Crow King and others, to a reporter at Fort Yates in 1881 and it appeared in the issue of 18 August of the Leavenworth Weekly Times.

Hump’s narrative is similar to the others given at the same place and date, although differing, obviously, in certain details - and his account stresses the absolute confusion that is close-quarters combat. As he said, when referring to the final charge that swept away the last resistance on Custer Field: “…no man could give any correct account of it.”

The sun was about at meridian when the fight began (This he indicated by pointing; the Indians have no division of time corresponding to our hours). That was the first we knew that the white warriors were coming. They attacked the Uncpapas first. They were at the upper end of our camp. The Minnecongoes, Sans-Arcs and Cheyennes were near the center of the camp, but nearer the end of the camp furthest from where the attack was made. The charge was from the upper end of the camp. The Indians gave way slowly, retreating until they got their horses and got mounted. Just as soon as they got sufficient force - for our warriors were rushing to help them as fast as they could - they drove the white warriors back, and they retreated. These were Reno’s men. I had a horse that I could not manage. He was not mine, and was not well broke; so I went to where the horses were, and the women and the old men and boys were gathering them together, and caught a horse that I could manage better, and when I had caught him and mounted, the other party of white warriors (Custer’s forces) charged. The Indians had by that time all got together, and it seemed, the way Custer came, that he started to cut off our retreat, not appearing to know where Reno was, or that he had retreated. When the Indians charged on the long-haired chief and his men, the long-haired chief and his men became confused, and they retreated slowly, but it was no time at all before the Indians had the long-haired chief and his men surrounded. Then our chiefs gave the “Hi-yi-yi” yell, and all the Indians joined, and they whipped each other’s horses, and they made such short work of killing them, that no man could give any correct account of it. The first charge the Indians made they never slacked up or stopped. They made a finish of it. The Indians and whites were so mixed up that you could hardly tell anything about it.

The first dash the Indians made my horse was shot from under me and I was wounded - shot above the knee, and the ball came out at the hip (here the interpreter said that he had seen the scar), and I fell and lay right there. The rest of the Indians kept on horseback, and I did not get in the final fight. It was a clear day. There was no storm nor thunder nor lightning. The report was that it was the long-haired chief that came to fight us, but that was all we knew.

I know that Sitting Bull was in the fight, but on account of my wound I did not know anything he did. Every able-bodied Indian there took part in the fight, as far as I could tell. Those that did not join in the fight it was because they could not find room to get in. There were a good many agency Indians in our camp. They all took part in the fight, same as the hostiles. The agency Indians had come out, and all made report to us that Long-Hair was coming to fight us. So the Indians all got together that he might not strike small parties, and not for the purpose of fighting or counciling with Long-Hair what he was coming for, but they were getting ready to be strong to defend themselves.

[CN] 3.58
 [CT] HUNKPAPA AND BRULE PARTICIPANTS: STORIES FROM THE HOSTILES

The following are excerpts from published accounts or transcribed field notes and have been edited and annotated as deemed desirable for clarity. The Hunkpapas were probably the biggest delegation of the Sioux in the village on the Little Horn and they were camped at the upper end, where Reno attacked. The warriors who first responded to the attack were mostly Hunkpapas, so their accounts often encompass the action in the bottom. They generally arrived after the fight against Custer had already started and rarely can they be relied upon as witnesses for what transpired early in that action.

The Brules were not present at the Little Horn as a tribal division and may not have had their own camp circle. My researches lead me to believe that they had about twenty lodges and most likely less than fifty warriors.

GOOD-VOICED ELK FROM WALTER CAMP’S NOTES 1909.

…Custer got close enough to river to fire into and over the tepees. As he was going down the right side of river, the Indians who had fought Reno were coming down left side, but Custer had… the lead. Custer was making…as though to cross river and come into village when Indians went over and drove him back…

Those who broke from end of ridge and tried to get away by running toward the river were dismounted. There was a deep gully without any water in it. I saw many jump over the steep bank into this gully in their effort to escape, but these were all killed. There were probably 25 or 30 of them [other accounts state that all of these men were mounted or that some of them were. These have been assumed to have been members of Smith’s E Company or a mixture of C and E company men. The Cheyennes say that they all were suicides. So far nobody has been able to find any evidence of these bodies, although they were supposedly buried in the ravine, which is supposed to have been Deep Ravine]…

TWO EAGLES, BRULE, FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH SEWELL WESTON CONDUCTED FOR WALTER M. CAMP 1908.

Sewell B. Weston interviewed the Brule, Two Eagles, for Walter Camp, utilizing a questionnaire prepared for him by Camp. The use of such a form was standard practice for Camp in his own interviews and ensured that specific questions would be put to the subject. Weston interviewed several Indian veterans of the Little Horn on Camp’s behalf using the questionnaire format and did not apparently seek any further information than was specified by Camp.

The questionnaire used to interview Two Eagles in 1908 contained 52 questions and responses. From a comparison with other questionnaires, it would appear that Camp was continually modifying them, although most of the questions are common to all of the forms. I have rewritten the responses into narrative form while keeping all of the information and, indeed, most of the actual words of the respondent - which in any event were written in Sewell’s words to begin with.

Two Eagles stated that he was 50 years of age when interviewed, which would make him about 18 at the time of the battle he reports on.

His name is Two Eagles and he is a Brule, 50 years of age. The band he was with had no head chief; it was everybody for himself. Fought in bands wherever they liked, or mixed in with other tribes where they had relatives or acquaintances. He was in the fight with Crook and was in the village about 7 days before the fight with Custer.

The Indians thought it was Crook that they were fighting. They had just got through with Reno - had barely reached camp - when Custer arrived. Fight with Reno started opposite Sans Arc tepees [Camp notes: “He means Custer”]. Sitting Bull went out to this fight mounted. Crazy Horse not there when attack was made [Camp notes: “He means Custer” - and perhaps he did, although he was responding to a question about Reno. Perhaps Camp, as many others, just didn’t want to accept any evidence which contradicted his own theories].

The fight started about 1 P.M. and lasted about 4 hours [this must mean the whole fight - Reno and Custer - or else Two Eagles sense of time was very much haywire]. Two Eagles states that he was very much excited; that he had just left the women and children who were in tears; that a firm determination came over him. He reasoned that the nation was big and they were going to kill all the soldiers. It was an intuition he had.

The Indians did not try to cross the river to cut off Reno, as they were aware that he was too well fortified. They had all left him except a few who were watching for soldiers going for water. There was lots of confusion. The women and children started for the hills.

The soldiers [Custer’s] came down from “E” [Blummer/Nye/Cartwright] to a point near “B” [Medicine Tail ford] and were driven to “C” [Greasy Grass Ridge]. There were a few who went from “E” to “D” [Calhoun Hill]. Those who went from “E” to “D” did so when the main body of the troops went to “B”.

Two Indians had gone across the river to reconnoiter - to see if other than Reno’s soldiers were in the neighborhood. When Custer came down toward the river, his men were all mounted. They did not get right down to the river, and there was only a short fight down there. Custer was attacked by a large force crossing at “B” and Two Eagles could not say if he was looking for another ford.

When the soldiers went from near “B” to “C” they were not in a compact body. There was fighting all the way, and a few soldiers were killed on the way to “C.” The Indians crossed the river wherever they could find a safe crossing.

The soldiers went from “C” to “D” without splitting up. Some soldiers on reaching “K” [Keogh] made a dash to the river, and went down in a line about half way between “C” and “H” [Deep Ravine]. They scattered some in going down. There were about 10 or 12 in this bunch.

The Indians got on the long ridge between “D” and “G” [Custer Hill] before Custer. They came around between “C” and “D” and on the north of the ridge and were on top before Custer got there. Almost all of the warriors of the village were in the fight against Custer. There were a few down where Reno crossed in retreat; but they had neither horses nor guns.

The fight at “C” “D” and “K” was a moving fight. At “G” was the only place a firm stand was made. In the fight from “C” to “D” some of the soldiers were mounted and some were dismounted. The most of those dismounted had lost their horses. A slight stand was made at “K.” Between “K” and “G” most of the soldiers killed were dismounted and moving toward “G.”

The men killed between “G” and “H” were killed going from “G” down, not coming up. This was at the last of the fight. The soldiers that ran from “G” to “H” were all dismounted. Their horses had all been killed or stampeded.

Two Eagles was part of the time near “D” and then went around north side of long ridge. At the end he was a little northwest of “G.” He says that the gray horses were not in a body by themselves, but were mixed up with other horses of a different color.

The soldiers never made a charge, although they stayed mounted until their horses were shot or became unmanageable and they were obliged to dismount. A great many of the horses were captured and there was a great amount of ammunition in the saddlebags. Right from the start a few horses would get loose, and some of the Indians would take after them.

It was a moving fight from “D” to “G,” with the Indians being in the draws that were just below the crown of the ridge. There were no Indians to the northwest of “G” [Two Eagles says that he was there at the end]. At all times from “D” to “G” the Indians and the soldiers were quite close to each other,

There were soldiers killed on the top of the hill at “G” (Two Eagles explains that the top of the ridge was very level, and at the finish, and for some little time before, he was just a trifle north of west from “G”).

None of the soldiers tried to get away until “K” was reached. Then a few started for the river, presumably for water, their manner and progress not indicating that they were trying to run away. It was the 8 soldiers [markers] west of “C” that came down from “K” (At that time, Two Eagles was on the east side of the ridge at a point between “C” and “D,” a little nearer to “D” than halfway between the two points) [Camp notes: “It seems to me that these men might have been sent to see if a way could be opened up for the whole command to escape toward the river, and that they went in skirmish order].

None of the soldiers ever reached the river that he knows of, or ever heard of. The battle ended about 5 P.M. [total duration of four hours]. The soldiers fought the most stubborn at “G.” He does not know anything about any 18 missing men.

Almost immediately after the fight, Two Eagles returned to the village. After he was in the village for a short period he returned to the scene of the fight. There was one squaw that he noticed particularly, as she had her hair cut short (She was mourning for a son killed a few days before at the fight on Rosebud). She was carrying an ax. Just before he reached the place where she was, a soldier got up, but was quickly caught by two warriors who held him while the squaw killed him with the ax. This was a private soldier. This squaw was a Cheyenne.

No soldiers were taken alive. It is common among Sioux Indians that when one man is killed by them, it is the practice to scalp him; but when there are numbers, it is not the practice. This is not a set rule that is always followed.

Neither Custer nor Tom Custer was recognized, nor any scouts. He says that he can only answer as to the number of killed he was acquainted with, which was placed at 12 killed. The number of wounded was a few more.

The same evening they went back to fight Reno. They heard that more soldiers were coming, but they stayed around Reno that night. They did not have time to bury their dead before they left. He did not know the name of the Blackfeet chief. Lame Deer was the chief of the Minneconjous, Yellow Cloud and Spotted Eagle the chiefs of the Sans Arcs. The Brules had no chief - they were mixed in with the other bands where they had relatives. American Horse was not there.

IRON HAWK FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH ELI S. RICKER 1907.

These extracts are from an interview conducted on 13 May 1907. Iron Hawk was a boy of about 14 years of age at the Little Horn Fights, and about 45 when he gave the information to Judge Ricker.

The Indian tribes who fought Custer were Oglalas, Cheyennes, Rosebud or Brule, Minneconjous, Uncpapas, Santee, a few Arapahoes, and Sans Arcs or No Bows…The Indians were camped on the Little Big Horn two nights before the Custer battle which began on the third day in the morning. The battle began early, about 8 or 9 o’clock, judging from the position of the sun as shown by Iron Hawk.

Two young men were going back on the Indian trail toward the east looking for ponies, and they discovered the troops coming. One of these boys was killed [in other versions it is a man and his son]. The other returned to camp and gave the alarm, and the camp was thrown in the utmost confusion. The Uncpapas were in the upper camp up the river. Soon the soldiers were seen in line of battle with their flags displayed, and their staffs being planted in the ground, and then the firing began. The soldiers could not be seen, but the smoke of their fire was plain. They were in the point of timber. His troops did not get into the camp among the tepees. They did not advance beyond the timber. He says the soldiers were in the timber but a short time [this reference to Reno’s action in the bottom agrees with other accounts in categorizing the action as brief, although Iron Hawk may not have seen all of it].

Iron Hawk was busy from the start arousing the warriors to duty and hurrying them to mount their horses…These braves were collecting on the flank of the soldiers close to the high bank which birders the river bottom on the west. Presently, Crazy Horse, having collected his warriors, made a dash for the soldiers in the timber and ran into them; when the warriors assembling close to the bank saw this movement and heard the yells of Crazy Horse’s men they also advanced furiously with great yelling, coming down on the flank [this does not agree with other contemporaneous accounts, which fail to mention any great charge by the Indians]. The soldiers broke and ran in retreat, the Indians using war clubs as the principal weapon, a few using bows and arrows, most of the execution being by knocking the troopers from their horses, the Indians moving right in among them.

The Uncpapas were the first Indians reached when Reno began his attack. Iron Hawk says the Indians were so thick that Reno’s men would have been run over and could not have lasted but a short time if they had stood their ground in the woods.

All the Indians said another lot of soldiers are moving down on the other side of the ridge. They all made a rush and got across the river. At one end of the attacking Indians was Sitting Bull, and at the other end was Crazy Horse. (He is not sure about Sitting Bull, but thinks he was in the fight. Says there were so many Indians that there was no telling about many things) [it is generally accepted that Sitting Bull did not participate in the fighting]. About 19 Indians were killed. Others were wounded, but how many he does not know. The soldiers were stripped but not mutilated.

…Iron Hawk was on the side toward the ridge and between the ridge and the river in the attack on Custer. They surrounded Custer [As with the vast majority of participant accounts, one can make this mean almost anything one desires. The problem is that the majority of geographical descriptions are so general and vague that they can be applied to almost anywhere. “Between the ridge and the river” can be interpreted as wherever one wants it to be - particularly convenient in selecting testimony to corroborate one’s pet theory or viewpoint].

Says Custer’s men in the beginning shot straight, but later they shot like drunken men, firing into the ground, into the air, wildly in every way. Where Custer fell there were about 20 on horseback and about 30 on foot [this is very close to the actual body count on Custer Hill]. The Indians pressed and crowded right in around them on Custer Hill; one broke through on horseback and got away, Indians followed, Iron Hawk told them to let him go and tell the story; he outstripped them, but he dismounted after riding about three quarters of a mile and shot himself in the forehead. He would have escaped [another reference to an almost-successful escape. There are so many of these, from so many different parts of the field that it is hardly worth speculating as to the identity of this individual - although I am sure that someone will want to do so. I am coming to the view that the story is allegorical].

When Custer was retreating toward Custer Hill, Indians followed along picking up arms and revolvers and ammunition and went to using these instead of clubs and bows and arrows [14 year-olds would not be likely to own a gun of any sort]. From Custer Hill a lot of soldiers broke and ran toward the river when the Indians pressed in on them, and they were killed in trying to escape. Two men on this hill wore buckskin suits; another wore such suit at the other end, which means Calhoun Hill [actually, several of the officers wore buckskin pants, and some may have worn their jackets that afternoon; but Armstrong Custer did not. He had tied his jacket behind his saddle earlier in the day].

Iron Hawk was wounded in the battle, shot through the body; he showed me the wound, the bullet passing through from one side below the ribs and slanting upwards went nearly through but did not come out on the other side.

He did not go over the field after the battle. He knew Rain-in-the-Face and says he was in the fight. He says that the whole nation was in the fight; he seems to argue from this that Rain-in-the-Face was there.

Iron Hawk says the Indians crossed the river anywhere to confront Custer. The first Indians to reach Custer were about one hundred (100). He says Custer did not get anywhere near the river; his nearest approach was about a mile off. It must have been about three fourths of a mile at least. He remembers that Keogh and his men were killed near the little ravine…

Iron Hawk’s description of the Custer Battle was in sign language, graphic in the extreme…says that the sun was at the meridian when the Custer battle was all over. He looked at the sun when all were killed. Iron Hawk’s language in expressing the time was that the sun was “in the middle” of the sky when he looked up. When the fighting began under Reno, Iron Hawk’s gestures indicated it was 8 or 9 o’clock [giving a total elapsed time of three or four hours, start to finish, for the fights in the bottom and on Custer field, which is a common estimate among the hostiles].

IRON HAWK TO JOHN G. NEIHARDT CIRCA 1931.

This excerpt contains one of the most-famous-and-often-quoted passages in the Custer literature. It is the two sentences beginning “I met a soldier on horseback…”

…We saw soldiers running down hill right toward us. Nearly all of them were afoot, and I think they were so scared they didn’t know what they were doing. They were making their arms go as though they were running very fast, but they were only walking [Iron Hawk may himself have been the victim of the ‘slow motion phenomenon’ which is common among men in severe combat situations, and in which things sometimes appear to happen in slow motion]. Some of them shot their guns in the air. We all yelled “Hoka Hey!” and charged toward them, riding all around them in the twilight that had fallen on us.

I met a soldier on horseback, and I let him have it. The arrow went through from side to side under his ribs and it stuck out on both sides. He screamed and took hold of his saddle horn…I took my heavy bow and struck him…He fell from his saddle, and I got off and beat him to death…

HOLLOW HORN BEAR, BRULE, FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH SEWELL B. WESTON CONDUCTED FOR WALTER CAMP 1909.

This is another Sewell interview done for Walter Camp and utilizing one of Camp’s questionnaires with interview maps. This particular questionnaire contains fifty-one questions and responses to all of them. Some of the questions cover different areas of interest than one finds in the other formats. I have rewritten the responses in narrative style, while retaining almost all of the transcribed words and omitting nothing of a material nature. Hollow Horn Bear stated that he was 59 years of age when interviewed, which would have made him about 26 at the time of the fights. A 1900 photograph of Hollow Horn Bear was used as the basis for the U.S. 14 cent stamp issued in 1922.

He says that his name is Hollow Horn Bear, and that he is a Brule, 59 years of age. He was an agency Indian and had spent the winter at Spotted Tail agency, on Beaver Creek. He fought under Buffalo Horse.

Hollow Horn Bear had some horses that either strayed or were stolen. He, in company with about 20 Two Kettle Indians, was out looking for these horses. While at Heart Creek, a branch of the Yellowstone, he first saw soldiers. This was in the latter part of May or the 1st of June. The soldiers were headed westward. He states he was informed that this was Custer’s outfit. This bunch followed the soldiers for two days and then cut across to the Greasy Grass and joined Sitting Bull. He was not in the fight against Crook, and had been in the hostile camp about 5 days before the fight with Custer.

He states that there were about 65 tepees and 30 warriors [these numbers are obviously reversed] [Camp notes: “And a good many young bucks who qualified as warriors and were not with the women”].

It was just after the fight with Reno that the warriors learned that other troops were coming. They went to Custer as soon as they could recover from the earlier fight with Reno. Some talk had to be indulged in before they went to Custer, which took some time [I believe that Hollow Horn Bear misunderstood the questions here, for they asked how long before the fight they knew of Custer’s approach, and why the Indians did not go out to meet him. Camp obviously was of the opinion that the hostiles did know about the troops coming some time before Reno’s attack].

The Indians did not expect to be attacked at any particular time, and did not which troops they were fighting. Hollow Horn Bear heard someone say that he saw a man with a red and yellow handkerchief around his neck and a buckskin jacket on. The warrior who made the remark said it must be Long Yellow Hair.

[Hollow Horn Bear seems to have been confused between the Reno and Custer fights. When asked if he was in the fight against the soldiers who attacked the Hunkpapas he replied “He was among the first to cross the river”]. Some of the young warriors rode back and forth in front of Custer’s front before any real charge was made. None of these were killed, a good omen that the Indians would win the day. Most of the Indians were mounted; a good many, however, were afoot.

The Custer troops appeared about one hour after the Reno fight [he must mean one hour after the Reno fight started, otherwise he is completely wrong]. He was at the Brule village [indicating that the Brules had their own camp] and first saw the soldiers over the top of the high ridge at about “E” [Blummer/Nye/Cartwright]. The soldiers got as far as the ridge south of “C” [Greasy Grass Hill]. They never got any nearer to the river. The soldiers fired across the river from that point into the village, but no one was hit.

Quite a little talk was indulged in before an attack was made on Custer after he was first seen [raising, if true, the question: “What was Custer doing while this talk was going on?”].

They [the soldiers] did not appear to want to cross the river after the warriors made their presence felt in such large numbers. The fight started somewhere near the ridge south of “C” as shown on blueprint. The fighting was heavy at the start. Soldiers gave ground from the start. In the early start of fight, soldiers in front were dismounted and many of their horses were killed. There was no fighting near the river.

The soldiers went from “C” to “D” [Calhoun Hill]. Those killed between “H” [Deep Ravine] and “G” [Custer Hill] was at last of fight. Soldiers kept together all during the fight. The soldiers would shift positions, no stand being made to do so. The soldiers kept moving all the time. No stands were made at “C” or “D” or “K” [Keogh]. The soldiers were drunk. (Demoralized).

By the time the soldiers got to “K” [Keogh swale] many of the warriors had the guns and ammunition of dead soldiers. Many of the soldiers at this point tried to get off the top of the ridge and make their escape, and got in a pocket, or trap, where they were easily killed [Camp gives his own interpretation. The description given by Hollow Horn Bear could mean almost anything, but he certainly seems to be speaking about an incident at Keogh, not, Camp notes: “That is, they came from Calhoun’s position to low ground where Indians were thickly massed in gully.”].

The only time he saw any soldiers holding horses for other soldiers was when the soldiers made the stand nearest to the village, otherwise the soldiers held their own horses. At the start of the fight the soldiers were in good order, but soon after they became demoralized. By the time “C” was reached, they were bunched. He cannot account for the men lying between “C” and “H” as he was on the opposite side of the ridge. These men probably tried to get away at the last of the fight [Camp notes: “This was probably the fact”]. (Thunder Hawk’s squaw thinks these men were dragged there.)

He does not know anything about the men killed between “G” and “H” or about the men killed in the deep gully, as he was not in position to see.

The soldiers at “G” did not seem to run short of ammunition. They fought as hard as at any other point, and the fighting was at close quarters. Hollow Horn Bear used his war club here. Nearly all of these men had horses. He did not see at any time any of the soldiers make a rush to get away. Said they were all brave men. The fight here lasted just a few minutes (Witness could not tell whether one or ten).

Hollow Horn Bear was on the opposite side of the ridge from the river, all the way from “C” to “G.” He was at all points except “H.” He saw the men on gray horses from the first. They kept fairly well together. Some of the soldiers on these horses were in the last of the fight.

The soldiers never made a charge during the fight. Horses were captured right from the beginning, but he cannot state how many. The hardest fight was at the start. He did not stop at “K” and says that the warriors seemed to be in their own way at this point. Says the soldiers at “G” had plenty of ammunition [found on their bodies].

Hollow Horn Bear says that he does not know if any wounded soldiers were permitted to live long after the fight. Says the soldiers at “G” were not scalped because their hair was too short.

The Indians did not know that they were fighting Custer, although one warrior did say something about a man with a red and yellow neckerchief [see supra]. He heard that six Indians were killed and six wounded, and that the wounded all later recovered.

Says that they could not get Reno because he burrowed in the ground like a prairie dog. Guns and arrows could not reach him [except for the many casualties]. The guns that the Indians had were Winchester carbines [the Indians had all types of weapons, and many have been identified during archaeological “digs”]. As fast as the soldiers were killed, Indians would take their guns and ammunition.

The Indians left because they were tired of fighting. They still had plenty of guns and ammunition. Many warriors had two rifles. They left their dead in the tepee on the village site because Indians on the warpath never bury their dead [many dead were in fact “buried” on scaffolds. The Cheyennes usually buried their dead in hillside caves].

He does not know of any soldier who broke out of the Custer fight and got some distance away [one of the few who does not have a story in this vein]…

GALL TO DAVID F. BARRY AT THE TENTH ANNIVERSARY 1886.

The more comprehensive narratives of Gall are reproduced in Appendix 3.28. I would repeat my previous caveat about Gall and his stories.

…Crow King and Crazy Horse were afraid the soldiers, that we had seen march in the direction of the north end of the camp, might kill our women and children. They went back the way they had come; their ponies were racing. Crow King turned down the right before he got to the north end and got in a deep gully and those soldiers (Custer’s) could not see that this gully is so deep that no one can see you from there. This gully, the upper part, brought Crow King very close to the soldiers. Crazy Horse went to the extreme north end of the camp and then turned to his right and went up another very deep ravine and by following it, which he did, he came very close to the soldiers on their north side [this description is at odds with both the terrain and the testimony of others]…

This bunch of soldiers were headed directly for our camp…never crossed the river…

I struck the trail the soldiers had made as they marched down to the north end and soon came up to some of them to the east of where the rest were…We either killed or ran over these and went on down to where the last soldiers were. They were fighting good. The men were loading and firing, but they could not hit the warriors in the gully and ravine…Once in a while we could see the soldiers through the dust, and finally we charged through them with our ponies…the fight was over…

There was a soldier on the hill southeast of us still fighting when the battle ended and we had a hard time to kill him. He killed several of our braves. Finally some of the braves crawled up the hill on all sides. Those behind him finally killed him [If Gall is being truthful, he may be describing the death of Sergeant James Butler of Company L. Butler’s body was found on a hill between Medicine Tail and Deep Coulees - see map M.4. Butler’s corpse was said to have been surrounded by more than twenty empty shell casings, ostensibly testifying to a comparatively lengthy solo stand].

MOVING ROBE WOMAN (MARY CRAWLER) FROM WALTER S. CAMPBELL COLLECTION

Moving Robe Woman was a young woman of about twenty-three at the time of the battle. Her younger brother, One Hawk, was killed in the Reno fight. Her account in the Campbell papers is typewritten and was not the result of an interview with Campbell himself.

…We heard a commotion far down the valley. The warriors rode in a column of fives. They sang a victory song. Someone said that another body of soldiers was attacking the lower end of the village. I heard afterwards that these soldiers were under the command of Long Hair. With my father and other youthful warriors I rode in that direction.

We crossed the Greasy Grass below a beaver dam and came upon many horses. One soldier was holding the reins of eight or ten horses on a ridge just north of us…I saw blue-clad men running up a ravine, firing as they ran…

The dust created from the stampeding horses and powder smoke made everything dark and black. Flashes from carbines could be seen. The valley was dense with powder smoke. I never heard such whooping and shouting…

Long Hair’s troopers were trapped…There were Indians everywhere. The Cheyennes attacked the soldiers from the north and Crow King from the south…Not one got away!

After the battle the Indians took all the equipment and horses belonging to the soldiers. The brave men who came to punish us that morning were defeated…We saw the body of Long Hair. Of course we did not know who the soldiers were until an interpreter told us that the men came from Fort Lincoln…

Over sixty Indians were killed…The Indians did not stage a victory dance that night. They were mourning for their own dead…

MOVING ROBE WOMAN FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH FRANK ZAHN 1931.

The previous entry, from the files of Walter S. Campbell, is quite obviously taken from the following statements of Moving Robe Woman which were gathered in an interview by Frank B. Zahn, Standing Rock interpreter. They were published in the Pinedale Roundup, a local Wyoming newspaper. An undated clipping from that source, containing the interview, can be found in the Agnes W. Spring Collection [refer to B5.44]. The Campbell notes are almost totally a verbatim copy of this interview, although Campbell, or someone, added a few descriptive phrases - as can readily be seen in a comparison of the two accounts.

I am going to tell you of the greatest battle. This was a fight against Pehin Hanska (General Custer) [freely translated as The Long Hair]. I was several miles from the Hunkpapa camp when …cloud of dust rise beyond a ridge of bluffs in the east. The morning was hot and sultry. Several of us Indian girls were digging wild turnips. I was then 23 years old. We girls looked toward camp and saw a warrior ride swiftly, shouting that the soldiers were only a few miles away, and that the women and children, including old men, should run for the hills in the opposite direction.

I…ran towards my tipi. I saw my father running toward the horses. When I got to my tent, mother told me that news was brought to her that my brother had been killed by the soldiers. In a few moments we saw soldiers on horseback on a bluff just across the Greasy Grass River [this observation was reported by other Indians as well, and is taken by many as evidence that Custer’s approach down the river was known to the village. My question is a very basic one: “If that is the case, then why didn’t the Indians rush to meet Custer, instead of seemingly being surprised by his arrival at the lower end of the camps?”].

I heard Hawk Man shout, “Hoka He! Hoka He! (Charge! Charge!).” The soldiers began firing into our camp. Then they ceased firing. I saw my father preparing to go to the battle. I sang a death song for my brother who had been killed. My heart was bad…I ran to a nearby thicket and got my black horse. I painted my face with crimson and braided my black hair. I was mourning. I was a woman, but I was not afraid.

By this time, the soldiers (Reno’s men) were forming a battle line in the bottom about a half mile away. In another moment, I heard a terrific volley of carbines. The bullets shattered the tipi poles. Women and children were running away from the gunfire. In the tumult I heard old men and women singing death songs for their warriors who were now ready to attack the soldiers. The enchanting death songs made me brave, although I was a woman. I saw a warrior adjusting his quiver and grasping his tomahawk. He started running towards his horse, when he suddenly recoiled and dropped dead. He was killed near his tipi.

Warriors were given orders by Hawk Man to mount their horses and follow the fringe of the forest and wait until commands were given to charge. The soldiers kept firing. Some women were also killed [there is little doubt that there were some noncombatant casualties among the Hunkpapas. Gall said later that part of his family had been killed and that is why he “used the hatchet”]…We galloped towards the soldiers. Other warriors joined in with us. When we were nearing the fringe of the woods, an order was given by Hawk Man to charge [most accounts state that the Indians massed on the left, west of the soldiers and over toward the hills, not near the timber]. The warriors were now near the soldiers. The troopers were all on foot. They shot straight, because I saw our leader killed as he rode with his warriors [Hawk Man was among the killed, although White Bull’s casualty list, which is so revered by writers, shows that he was killed on Custer field. I prefer Moving Robe Woman’s positive statement that he was killed in front of Reno].

The charge was so stubborn that the soldiers ran to their horses and, mounting them, rode swiftly towards the river [that there is no account of the troops fighting from the timber]. Their horses had to swim to get across. Some of the warriors rode into the water and tomahawked the soldiers. In the charge, the Indians rode among the troopers and with tomahawks unhorsed several of them. The Indians chased the soldiers across the river and up over a bluff.

Then the warriors returned to the bottom where the first battle took place. The warriors rode in a column of fives. They sang a victory song [so what happened to the supposed observation of the troops on the bluffs across the river earlier? Did everybody simply forget about them?]. Someone said that another body of soldiers was attacking the lower end of the village. I heard afterwards that these soldiers were under the command of Long Hair (Custer). With my father and other youthful warriors I rode in that direction.

We crossed the Greasy Grass below a beaver dam (the water is not so deep there) and came upon many horses. One soldier was holding the reins of eight or ten horses. An Indian waved his blanket and scared all the horses. They got away from the men (troopers). On the ridge just north of us, I saw blueclad men running up a ravine, firing as they ran. The valley was dense with powder smoke. I never heard such whooping and shouting. “There is never a better time to die!” shouted Red Horse [this may have been at or near Greasy Grass Ridge and Calhoun Hill, where many accounts say that the horses were stampeded].

Long Hair’s troopers were trapped in an enclosure. There were Indians everywhere. The Cheyennes attacked the soldiers from the north, and Crow King from the south. It was not a massacre, but a hotly contested battle between two armed forces. Very few soldiers were mutilated, as oft has been said by the whites. Not a single soldier was burned at the stake. Sioux Indians do not torture their victims [this is not true. The Sioux did not take prisoners for torture to the extent that some other tribes did, for example the Apaches, but torture was not foreign to them].

After the battle the Indians took all the equipment and horses belonging to the soldiers. The brave men who came to punish us that morning were defeated; but in the end the Indians lost. We saw the body of Long Hair. Of course, we did not know who the soldiers were until an interpreter told us that the men came from Ft. Lincoln, then Dakota Territory. On the saddle blankets were the crossed saber insignia and the figure “7.”

Over sixty Indians were killed, and they were brought back to the camp for scaffold burial. The Indians did not stage a victory dance that night. They were mourning for their own dead…

JULIA FACE, MRS. THUNDER HAWK, BRULE, FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH SEWELL B. WESTON CONDUCTED FOR WALTER MASON CAMP 1909.

This is another of the interviews done by Sewell for Walter Camp, using Camp’s questionnaire and interview map. As with the others, I have rewritten the responses in narrative form, keeping as much as possible to verbatim transcripts. Nothing material has been omitted. This particular questionnaire contained only 30 questions and responses, as opposed to the 50 or more of some of Camp’s other formats. Perhaps it was specially designed for this interview.

Julia Face was the wife of the Brule, Thunder Hawk, and so her statements are included here. She and Thunder Hawk were camped with an Oglala band. She stated that her age at the time of the interview was 51, so she would have been about 18 at the time of the Custer battle.

Says she is 51 (Proper name Julia Face), and was with Crazy Horse’s Oglalas at the time of the fights. She says she was in the fight with Crook and that the Indians followed numerous dry creeks and draws in about as a direct line from Rosebud to Greasy Grass as possible. She arrived in the great village the night before Custer fight.

Julia Face cannot state when the first news of the soldiers’ approach came. The soldiers were down as near to the camp as they ever got when she was first apprised of any being near (In explanation will state that her husband was in the tepee suffering from a wound in the left hip he received on the Rosebud, and she was caring for him. She had been in the hills just prior to this where she went during the Reno fight. As the wound was giving her husband much trouble, she was practically oblivious to everything else until the warriors turned out en masse to go after Custer) [she is talking about Custer’s approach, although Camp was asking about Reno].

The soldiers first seemed to be shooting into the Sans Arcs, Minneconjous, and Oglalas. They never charged any part of the village, and got only within about a half mile [again speaking about Custer, not Reno. She had fled to the hills during the Reno fight and never saw anything of it, although it would appear that she had returned to nurse her husband - or else had left him to his own devices when she fled].

Custer was first seen at a point between the Blackfeet and the Sans Arcs about two hours after the first fight [an obvious error]. There were a great many Oglala tepees and warriors. The village was surprised, the squaws and children leaving the village - and some of them going a considerable distance.

At the start there was considerable fighting done. Thinks there were so many warriors that Custer was looking for a place to get where he could fight to a better advantage. None of the warriors reached the high ridge ahead of Custer. The Indians acted just like they were driving buffalo to a good place where they could be easily slaughtered. Custer never charged them to keep them back.

She says that no stand of any duration was made (Witness was quite a way from the battle, being at the Oglala tepees. She had a good view from that distance.) [The view would depend entirely on where she was in the village. The best view would have been from the hills beyond, but even that would have been at a considerable distance. It is questionable how much reliance can be given any of this information, when it comes to details]. Soldiers were killed moving.

Witness did not hear any shooting until the warriors started out to fight Custer. Then the shooting seemed to be confined to the Sans Arc, Minneconjou and Oglala tepees [Camp notes: “These are probably those who attacked Custer first] [is generally accepted that the first organized resistance came from the Cheyennes and the Oglalas. The first ad hoc resistance was by a bunch of assorted tribesmen].

She says the last soldiers were killed at “H” [Deep Ravine]. There was a soldier, mounted, who tried to get away. He turned to retrace along the ridge. This was the last able soldier that she saw alive [if she were still at the Oglala tepees, she didn’t see this or any details]. The soldiers at “H” were partly mounted and partly afoot, the preponderance mounted [in contrast to most testimony that only a few of them had horses].

Witness claims to have seen practically all of the battle, except at “K” [Keogh] when many of the soldiers were out of sight. She states that the dead soldiers were quite plain as the Indians would strip them and their skins would shine in the sunlight. They would rob the soldiers and take their money and keep the silver and gold, but would throw the paper money away.

No soldiers reached the river. No one recognized Custer. It was thought he was some cowboy. She started for the battlefield, but, after going about halfway, turned and went back to her husband. She does not know how wounded soldiers were killed, but says that none of the soldiers were scalped - because their hair was too short.

Julia Face says that the soldiers went from “C” [Greasy Grass] to “D” [Calhoun] and on to “H” via “K.” The soldiers were all together by the time they reached the top of the ridge. By this time they were surrounded on the sides and in the rear [this is what is meant by the term “herding”].

A great many horses were brought into camp after the fight. She could not state when they were captured or how much ammunition was left in the saddlebags.

Says that American Horse was not there. Does not know how many Indians were killed. She had a brother-in-law killed. Says no wounded soldiers were brought into the village for torture.

Could not state just how long a stand was made at “G” [Custer Hill]. Quite a fight was made at this point. That same night it was rumored that it was Custer they had fought. Some little time after, it was confirmed. Says that Plenty Lice and another warrior who had been wounded in the Rosebud fight died in the Greasy Grass camp [Plenty Lice is on White Bull’s casualty list for the Little Horn under the name Many Lice].

[CN] 3.59
 [CT] IRON THUNDER: ACCOUNT GIVEN AT FORT YATES, JULY 30, 1881

Iron Thunder was the younger brother of the Mnicoujou chief, Hump. He also gave his story of his involvement in the fights on the Little Horn at Fort Yates in 1881; but according to him he was not really a participant in the fights, merely an observer - more or less by default. He does, however, provide confirmation for some elements of the stories of others, and therefore has left something of value.

We were encamped on the west side of the Little Big Horn. On the upper side of the camp was a small ash grove, and the camp was strung along from the grove more than two miles down the river. The tepees were close together, one band adjoining another all the way down. I did not know anything about Reno’s attack until his men were so close that the bullets went through the camp, and everything was in confusion. The horses were so frightened we could not catch them. I was catching my horse to join the fight. When I caught him and was mounted, our warriors had driven the white men off and were running after them. Then I followed the way they went, and I saw a lot of horsemen - Indians - crossing the river, and went after them. I followed them across the river, and before I overtook them, going up a hill, I found an Indian lying there dead. I knew him. He and I were sworn friends. I stopped to look at him. The whites were still firing back at us. Just as I arrived where our men were, the report came to us that another party was coming to attack us. We could not see them from where we were. The report was that they were coming to head off the women and children from the way they were going, and so we turned around and went towards them. Our men moved around in the direction of a circle, but I cut across to a knoll and looked up the river and saw them coming down. The day before the fight I had come back from a war party against the Crows. I had only one horse, and his feet were worn out (the Indians do not shoe their horses, and they often give out on long marches), and by the time I got half-way back to where the Long-Haired Chief and his men were my horse was so lame I could go no further. I was nearly two miles away when the Indians charged Long-Haired Chief and his warriors. You could not notice the difference in the sun from the time when Custer was charged until he was done away with. Agency Indians, Yanktons and Santees were there. All took part. Every Indian took part in the fight that could, but there was such confusion that no one could tell the particulars of what was done.

[CN] 3.60
 [CT] BILLY JACKSON: ACCOUNT FROM THE L.A. TIMES, JANUARY 17, 1914

Billy and Bob Jackson were brothers of part-Pikuni (Blackfoot) descent, and were enlisted scouts with the Dakota Column. Billy accompanied the Custer command and was with Reno in the valley fight. He was left behind when the Reno battalion fled the timber and raced toward the bluffs, rejoining the united Reno/Benteen forces late on the night of 26 June, or possibly very early in the morning, depending upon whose time one accepts. Bob might have been there, or might have been discharged when his enlistment ran out [see Appendix 5.17].

James Willard Schultz was the biographer of Billy Jackson [refer to B2.144] and also contributed the following article which appeared under his byline in the Los Angeles Times 17 January 1914. It is supposedly Billy Jackson’s story of the fights on the Little Horn, as recalled by Schultz. Jackson had been dead for more than ten years when this article appeared, so had no chance to comment thereon. There are numerous errors of fact in the account, but I have chosen to leave it unedited and with no commentary from me.

One night in the winter of 1877 a crowd gathered In old Rising Wolf’s lodge to listen to my friend Jackson’s account of the defeat of Custer. It was a matter of surpassing interest and satisfaction to the Blackfeet, for in a way they felt that the terrible massacre of their women and children by Col. Baker in the winter of 1869 was thereby avenged. True, the Sioux were their enemy, and always had been, but they were of red skin, and against the Il-in-ah-kiks – Seizers, as the white soldiers were called - they had common cause and grievance. So it was that they accorded all honors to Sitting Bull and Rain-in-the-Face for their crushing defeat of the white “butchers of women and children,” although they had themselves waged bitter war against the Sioux for several centuries.

Not only on that night, but at many other times and places, I heard my friend give his version of the Battle of the Little Bighorn and even to this day, and without the notes I took of it, I believe I could repeat his story almost word for word. I have read everything that has ever been published about the fight, and for accuracy, and that touch of human interest which makes a good story, I believe that my friend’s account is best of all. But of that you shall judge for yourselves.

“The Sioux and the Cheyennes having refused to leave the buffalo country, their own country, south of the Yellowstone, and return to their agency and starve,” my friend would always begin, “we were of course ordered out to enforce the decree of the authorities at Washington. When word came for us to take to the field, Custer was prompt to respond, and on June 22, 1876, we left the mouth of the Rosebud in search of the enemy, we scouts, of course, in the lead.

“There were about fifty scouts with the Seventh cavalry. The most of them were Arickarees, commonly called Rees. The others included Johnny Bruyer, a Sioux half-blood; Bloody Knife, a Sioux who had, for some wrong done him, long since forsaken his tribe and become their bitter enemy; Medicine Fly and Big Elk, Cheyennes and brothers, and, like Bloody Knife, at outs with their people. Charles Reynolds, our chief of scouts, was as brave and good a white man as ever made tracks on the western plains. Also, he was a man of mystery: he never spoke of his past or his people, and none of us knew where he had been raised. With us scouts was the interpreter, Frank Girard, a Canadian French man who spoke Sioux perfectly. Born and raised a Catholic, he had lived so long with the Sioux - marrying into the tribe - that his was now a double religion: he worshipped the Sioux gods as well as the God of his forefathers, and was a great believer In Sioux superstitions and so-called omens. Bloody Knife was an especially close friend of mine, as was the Cheyenne, Medicine Fly. We three generally ran together.

“The whole command, officers, privates, scouts and packers, left the mouth of the Rosebud in high feather, glad to be in the field, and looking eagerly forward to a fight with the hostiles. This was much better, they thought, than remaining idle in the fort, or in camp. All of that long summer day, June 23, and all of the next day, we traveled up the Rosebud without finding the least sign of the enemy, and we scouts were always in the lead, by twos and threes spread out to cover a wide expanse of country in advance of the troops.

“It was near sundown on the 24th that Bloody Knife, Medicine Fly and I, riding along the divide between the Rosebud and the Little Bighorn, saw the first signs of the enemy: five riders going down into the valley of the latter stream, where for a distance of several miles a faint blue haze was in the air: the smoke of many camp fires, we thought. And so it was. A little later we looked down upon hundreds and hundreds of Sioux and Cheyenne lodges strung along the Little Bighorn for about four miles; and in the gathering night we saw the warriors rounding up their horses thousands and thousands of them - in order to catch and picket safe In the camp their favorite animals.

“We rejoined the command on the Rosebud shortly after it had gone into camp for the night, and I at once reported to Reynolds, telling him what an immense force of hostiles we had found. He said that he and several others of the scouts had also seen it. Of course the find was our one subject of conversation while we ate the evening meal, and it was generally believed that Custer would wait for reinforcements - Gen. Terry and Gen. Crook were thought to be somewhere near with their commands - before attacking the camp.

“Early in the evening Reynolds had reported to Gen. Custer the location and size of the Sioux camp, and along about 8 o’clock a number of us scouts were called to his tent to relate just what we had seen from the ridge overlooking the valley of the Little Bighorn. Knowing the general well, I made no comment whatever, telling him in a few words our discovery of the camp and its approximate size. Bloody Knife, however, bluntly added it would be useless for him to attack the hostiles with his present force, as he was outnumbered ten to one. ‘And remember this,’ he concluded, ‘those Sioux and Cheyenne warriors over there are desperate; they are making their last stand; they will fight to the very end.’

“Reynolds also put in a few words favoring a wait for Terry or Crook to appear and join in the attack, and I wondered that he dared to say as much as he did, for Gen. Custer had no liking for advice. Maj. Reno, Lieut. Benteen and other officers were present, but they never said a word nor were asked for an opinion. Custer soon closed the interview by announcing that he would make an attack on the camp as early in the morning as would be possible, and we were dismissed to our quarters.

“We were a sober lot of scouts that evening; for once there was no story telling, no laughing and joking. Chief Scout Reynolds, as I remember, never spoke a word until he said good-night to me as he roiled into his blankets. Just before we all turned in, Bloody Knife filled a pipe and asked us to join him in smoking it. ‘You must all smoke with me, my brothers,’ he said, ‘for this is my last smoke. Tomorrow Bloody Knife dies. Once more I shall see the sun rise; and then will come the end. No, don’t tell me that I may be mistaken. I have had my warning, my medicine has told me that I am to die tomorrow, and my medicine never lies. Well, I shall be glad to go, for I shall die fighting instead of by that sickness that is eating me here.’ And with that he pointed at his breast; he was already far gone with consumption

“It was while we were smoking the pipe that Lieut. Tom Custer, the general’s brother, came and sat with us a few minutes, and even took a whiff of the pipe while asking about the hostile camp, and if we thought that the Sioux had discovered our advance. He was very quiet, and the expression of his face was very grave. I believe that he felt that he would in all probability meet his sworn enemy, old Rain-in-the-Face, on the morrow, and was wondering what would be the result of that meeting. It was he who, some months previously, had arrested the old warrior, ignominiously handcuffing him and thrusting him into the guardhouse at Ft. Lincoln, and a little later, although condemned to death, Rain-in-the-Face had told him that he would have his heart for that indignity. Tom Custer had laughed at the - as he thought - idle threat, but the wily old warrior had escaped from the guard-house by stabbing the sentry, and there could be no doubt but that he was in that hostile camp just over the ridge.

“Lieut. Custer did not remain with us long. He bade us all good-night and went away as slowly and quietly as he had come, and when he had gone, as if echoing my own thoughts, Bloody Knife said to me: ‘Tomorrow he and Rain-in-the-Face will meet.’

“And then - ?’ I asked.

“Many a white man here tonight is sleeping his next to last sleep‘ he answered, and would say no more.

“After spreading my blankets I changed my mind about lying down, and strolled across camp for a chat with one of the civilian packers who was a close friend of mine. On the way I passed many a group of the soldiers, and noticed that they were more than usually light-hearted and talkative. They were every last one of them eagerly anticipating the morrow’s attack on the hostiles, not knowing, as we scouts did, the fearful odds against us. Several privates had asked us during the evening about the size of the camp we had discovered, and how near it was, but our answers had been evasive; what the scouts learned from day to day was for the information of Gen. Custer - and no one else. However, Billy Sellew, civilian packer, was my friend, and I knew that he could keep a still tongue in his head, so I told him just what we were up against. ‘Well, a man can die but once,’ he said, ‘and if it is tomorrow for me, here goes. But I bet you I plant some of these cartridges where they belong before I cash in.’ And he pointed at the two belts of ammunition around his waist.

“The June sun comes up over the rim of the Montana plains at about 4 o’clock, but we were all up at 3 o’clock, and on the move shortly after daylight. The sentries, and not the buglers, had awakened us, and the breakfast fires had been omitted. Every precaution was taken to break camp quickly and quietly, for there was a chance that the hostiles had not discovered us: if we could surprise them, begin the battle by sudden attack, that would go far toward winning us the fight.

“As we moved up on the divide Gen. Custer gave his last orders: Maj. Reno was to strike the south, or upper end of the camp. Col. Benteen, with some of the soldiers, and the pack outfit, was to move forward to the left and front, while Custer was to make a detour and strike the north or lower end of the great camp. The scouts, with the exception of a couple of Crows, were to go with Reno, and at the word ‘Forward’ we took the lead of his command. As he moved away at the head of his men, Custer half turned his prancing, eager war horse and waved adieu to us in his inimitable, proud and graceful manner. In person, and every last detail of action, he was ever the ideal war chief. We watched him go out of sight with his men over the ridge, and no one spoke, but I noticed several of those near me gravely shake their heads. That was the last we ever saw of Custer alive.

“As I have said, the Sioux camp was strung out for about four miles in the valley of the Little Bighorn, and on the opposite side of the stream from us. After Custer left us we moved on at a leisurely pace in order to give him ample time to make his wide detour and begin the attack at about the same time we would hit the head of the camp. Upon topping the ridge and looking down into the valley but little of the camp could be seen, owing to the heavy belt of timber that screened it, and it was impossible to tell whether the enemy was prepared to meet us or not; but one thing was sure: we were soon to find out. We crossed the stream on a good ford, and then turned down the valley after passing through the heavy timber. Here the trail was through little open, grassy parks surrounded by clumps of willows, rosebrush, and cottonwood and cherry-tree thickets, and very soon we approached the first of the lodges. No women nor children were near them, nor any- where in sight, and that in itself was an assurance that we had been discovered.

Those silent, tenantless lodges gave me, at least, a strange uneasy feeling as we passed them. I tried to look another way, but I just could not keep my eyes off them. ‘Huh,’ said Medicine Fly, with a half shudder, ‘a bad sign those,’ and I agreed with him that they were.

“And then what every one of us scouts has been expecting suddenly happened. With a thunder of horses’ feet, with deafening, shrill yells and a rattle of rifle shots the hostiles came at us up the trail. Such was their overwhelming number, so recklessly courageous was their charge that it was instantly evident to us all that we had met our more than match at last. Reno wisely had his bugler sound the retreat, and at the same time Chief Scout Reynolds called out to us to dismount and do our best to hold the enemy in check. Bloody Knife was the first to get out of the saddle, and with ready rifle he sprang forward, shot one of the leading Sioux, and an instant later himself fell and never moved, several bullets having struck him fair in the breast. His warning had come true. He had, indeed, seen his last sunrise in this world.

“Brave, honest, well-loved Charles Reynolds was the next to fall, and mercifully the shot was vital: he never moved when he sank to the ground. In the meantime, we were all firing at the hostiles as fast as we could reload, and emptying many a saddle, too, but every moment the crowd in front of us increased in number and force, and soon broke past us on our right and left, intent upon getting at the main command. Many in passing never even fired a shot at us, no doubt because most of the scouts were like themselves, of red skin. But enough of them did attack us to soon put us to rout. In the excitement of the moment I had dropped my bridle rein and now my horse was gone. With a parting and telling shot at a big Sioux who was bearing down on me, I turned and ran toward the heavy timber bordering the river, expecting nothing but that every step would be my last.

“I had gone no more than fifty or sixty yards, through some scattering cottonwoods, and then across a small grassy park, when I noticed a man running on either side of me, and at the far edge of the little park we all came together and, without a word, dived into a small but dense thicket of willows and rosebrush. One after the other we crawled to its center so as to leave no telltale trail of broken brush; and then we sat up, too far winded to speak, and I saw that my companions were Lieut. DeRudio and Frank Girard, our interpreter. ‘Well, we are beaten at last,’ I finally managed to gasp.

“DeRudio nodded assent. Girard merely stared at me. His eyes were wild, and every moment or two he shuddered violently, crossed himself, and muttered: ‘Mon Dieu! Mon Dieu!’

“Then we quickly threw ourselves down flat in the thicket, for with a crackling of brush two riders broke into the little park and across it, passing within twenty feet of us, but not once looking to the right or left else they might have discovered us. Over across the creek the shouting and firing became more and more indistinct, as though Reno was slowly but surely back-trailing out of the valley. Presently DeRudio and I began talking over the situation. We thought it inevitable that Reno’s command would be massacred to a man. Out in front of us the Sioux were still rushing up the valley, some of them passing uncomfortably near our caching place; they seemed to be as many as the blades of grass. Then, after an hour or so, the firing died out, and we felt that our worst fears were realized. But after an hour it broke out again in heavy volleys, and then we concluded that Reno had gained a good position on the heights overlooking the valley, and that he might possibly stand off the enemy until Custer could come to his aid. Shortly after the heavy firing ceased - it lasted for about a half hour - a number of the Sioux rode back past us down the valley, and then for the rest of the afternoon they were constantly riding up and down the valley, frequently passing so close to our hiding place that it seemed impossible for us to long escape being discovered by their sharp eyes. Several times in the afternoon, and again after sundown, we heard heavy and long continued firing in the distance, a sure sign that Reno was making a desperate stand against the hostiles, and we planned to rejoin him under cover of the night. That is, Lieut. DeRudio and I did. Girard said nothing.

‘That was the most trying afternoon I ever put in. The heat was something awful, and it seemed as though I would choke for want of water. What time I was not watching passing Indians I was seeing again the awful scene of the morning: the horde of painted and be-plumed warriors furiously charging us: Reynolds and Bloody Knife and other good men falling; wounded horses shrieking in their agony, and riderless horses running aimlessly around. And I marveled that we three had not each of us been cut down in our flight into the brush. I tried to think of more pleasant things, but it was no use; I went over the incidents of the previous evening - Bloody Knife’s calling us together for a last smoke with him: Charlie Reynolds’s unusual silence: and now they were indeed sleeping their last sleep. And then I thought of Tom Custer. Had he and Rain-in-the-Face met? I wondered.

“At last the sun went down and darkness began to steal over the valley, and then Girard told us that it was his intention to make straight for the Missouri and home. He had seen enough of fighting, he said, to last him all the rest of his days.

“That will do for you!’ Lieut. DeRudio fiercely exclaimed. ‘You go nowhere but with us. We will try to join Reno, and if we die in the attempt we will die together.’

“At that Girard whimpered, and DeRudio actually had to shake him to make him keep still and when we had got him quieted I started to carry out a plan that we had agreed upon: it was to rob some of the dead Sioux of their clothing and disguise ourselves; there could be no getting through the Sioux lines dressed as we were in blue, brassed-buttoned uniforms, and with the regulation slouch hats on our heads.

“I had no difficulty in finding the bodies of three of the hostiles killed by the scouts in the morning and although twice interrupted by up-passing horse-men, I soon got back to our thicket with the needed things. When we had drawn on the fringed leggings over our trousers, exchanged our boots for moccasins, stuck war bonnets on our heads and wrapped ourselves in blankets, toga fashion, we were well satisfied that in the darkness we would pass for the real thing.

“When we were all ready, I led the way out of the thicket, and DeRudio made Girard follow me, threatening him with death lf he tried to leave us. The frequent sounds of battle during the afternoon had pretty well enabled me to determine the direction to take, about east by south, and we soon came to the river and quenched our terrible thirst. Girard had no sooner filled himself with the cool water than he began to mumble that he could not swim, and to plead with us to leave him there on the shore. And then, finding DeRudio obdurate and impatient to start, he begged for a moment in which to make a prayer. That granted, he first asked the favor of the Virgin in his dire need, and then drawing his $180 new gold watch from his pocket, he called out to the Sioux gods of the water that he was going to make sacrifice to them, and with a plea for a safe passage across their dread abode he hurled the fine timepiece out in the stream.

“Imbecile!’ DeRudio hissed, and prodded him into following me. And lo! from shore to shore nowhere was the water waist deep. But that was not the time to laugh at the joke on Girard. The lieutenant muttered something about ‘a fool and his money,’ and we went very slowly and cautiously out into the bottom and toward the bluffs, where I thought the command was located. In a moment or two I made sure of it, far ahead of us, and for some distance up and down the valley in the timber, we could see the hostiles gathered around a great number of small watch fires. There could be no doubt but that they were resting in front of the command; waiting, perhaps, for daylight to renew their attacks, and cutting off all access of the soldiers to water.

“We halted but a moment, and then I led on, turning a little to the right so as to pass between the two watch fires that were farthest apart. I set the pace at a leisurely walk, but my heart was jumping inside of me as I neared the danger line, for I made sure that we would be seen and perhaps halted. The two fires were about fifty yards apart, and although quite small, they partially lit up the center of the space. When Girard noticed that he groaned, and then shrilly whispered to me: ‘Turn back. Oh, quick! Turn back!’

“I paid no attention to him, and kept on. And sure enough, just as we passed the line between the two fires, one of the men sitting by the one on our left looked up arid saw us. “You three there,’ he called out, ‘who are you? Where you going?’

“And although my throat all of a sudden went dry, and my tongue felt as though it were paralyzed, I managed to answer in plain Sioux: “It is us. We are going out here away from the fires and the noise of your talk, and get some sleep.’

“I had not stopped to give my answer, throwing it over my shoulder, as we passed, and in a muffled tone, as I was partially concealing my face with the blanket I wore close wrapped around me. DeRudio’s face was wholly concealed, for he wore a heavy mustache; arid how I feared that we would be recognized in spite of our disguise. But no! our questioner turned his back to us and resumed conversation with his comrades, and we went unmolested on our way past the line of fires.

“Soon we came to the foot of the slope running up to the rim of the valley, and began its ascent, working our way carefully through timber and underbrush more by feeling than by sight. We had clambered up some little distance when I let go of a branch that was in my way, and it flew back and struck Girard a stinging swat in the face. ‘Oh, my eye, my eye!’ he cried out. ‘You have blinded me!’ And he had no sooner whimpered than bang! went a gun not ten feet to our right, and the shooter called out loudly in Sioux: This way, you watchers. The whites are right among us.’

“At that several more guns were fired close to us, and the flash of them revealed the timber around to be alive with Sioux. From the bluffs above came answering shots, and the familiar call of the pickets, and there was a general rush of the Sioux to renew the attack on the heights. Each man for himself! We three separated, and I had not run twenty steps before I stumbled and fell, and rolled against the end of a big log. Farther down the hill I could hear the Sioux coming with a rush up from their watch fires, and I concluded to snuggle down close beside the log until they should pass. Then, upon half rising to make the move, I found that the log was hollow, and into it I went feet first, working my way back until even my head was well within it.

“The attack on the top of the hill did not last long, and I soon heard the Sioux here and there coming back through the timber. Two of them actually came and sat on my log for some time, but they were at the far end of it and I could catch but little of their low-toned conversation. I gathered, however, that there would be a determined attack made on the soldiers by the whole hostile forces on the early morning. I made up my mind to be there, if possible.

“It was some time past midnight before the two men left the log and went down the hill. When I could no longer hear them, I cautiously crawled out, and on hands and knees, and with rifle ready, crawled up the hill; and without further adventure I worked my way close up to the pickets, made known my presence, and passed within the lines. To my great surprise I found DeRudio and Girard already there. Also, I found that Benteen, with his few men and the packers, were there with Reno, who had lost three officers and twenty-nine scouts and soldiers down in the valley. But of Custer and his men there was no word.

“I found great suffering there on the hill. There was no water, and some of the wounded were dying from want of it. Later, some of the men volunteered to go down to the river and fill as many can teens as they could pack. They went; and some returned with more or less of the precious fluid, and some never returned, giving their lives in service for their wounded and fevered comrades.

“With daylight came the expected attack by the hostiles, more then ever determined to carry the hill, and they all but succeeded in doing it, then, and again later in the day. That was a day of terrible suffering for us, and even the slightly wounded died from the heat and thirst. It was not until mid-afternoon that the hostiles withdrew and allowed us to get to the water, and at 7 o’clock they pulled down their lodges and scattered before the advance of Terry and Crook. Before sundown we were apprised of Custer’s fate, and I was one of the first lo find him and his twelve officers, 191 men, and several civilians, where they had made their last stand. It was a fearful sight. Custer’s body was alone unmutilated. As I passed the remains of Tom Custer I could not help but wonder if it was Rain-In-the-Face who had laid him low, and later I got a hint from one of the Sioux that such had been the case.

“So ended the disaster of the Little Bighorn. Both Reno and Benteen have been blamed for the terrible defeat, but as I see it, they could not possibly have done anything but what they did do. We had simply been outnumbered by a hostile force brave beyond words and hounded here and there until they were furiously angry. Had not Terry and Crook come to our relief as they did not one of us there on the hill would have been left to tell the story of the two days’ fight.”

[CN] 3.61
 [CT] FRANCIS JOHNSON KENNEDY: ACCOUNT C. 1899

The following account is by Private Francis Johnson Kennedy of I Company, who was with the packs on 25 June 1876. Kennedy had enlisted under the name Francis Johnson on 27 September 1875 at the stated age of 21. His death certificate would indicate that he was only 16 at the time. He served a full five year enlistment, his misstatement about his age not having been discovered in the meantime. It is reproduced here in its entirety, without commentary. The statement was given to Olin Wheeler.

STATEMENT OF FRANCIS JOHNSON KENNEDY, TROOP “I,” 7TH U. S. CAVALRY

St. Paul, Minn.

My full name is Francis Johnson Kennedy, but when I went into Company “I” I did not give my full name, as I was too young, so I went by the name of Francis Johnson.

I was bitten by a rattlesnake at the second crossing of Snake Creek in the Bad Lands, before getting to the Little Missouri. After that I was detailed to travel over to the Powder River, and when we got to the Powder River, a company was sent from that point to the Yellowstone River to see if the boat was there and to get supplies. Troop “I” to which I belonged was detached under Capt. Keogh for that purpose. There were then detailed for a ten days scout, five troops, I could not be positive as to the other companies, but “I Troop was one of them, under Maj. Reno, to locate any trails of Indians We traveled up the Powder River and found some Indian trails, getting the main Indian trail at the Rosebud, about 15 or 29 miles from the mouth. We were obliged to turn back from this front, not being strong enough to tackle the Indians, although it was pretty hard to persuade Reno to do so. We marched down the Rosebud to the Yellowstone, when we met the rest of the command, and also Gen. Terry. On the return of Reno’s scout we joined the main command, as near as I can tell, just about where Fort Keogh now stands, about two miles from the present Miles City.

Then the officers called the commanders together after they got into camp to decide what to do. Custer took twelve companies of the 7th Cavalry, and took them on the south side of the Yellowstone River, while Terry took the other companies and went across to the other side. Five men were detailed as packers under the citizens (packers) of which number I was one. We started from there to take up the trail we found on the scout and followed it; I think it was for two days, and then made a night march, marching that day until nearly dark, and went into camp at about four o’clock. I think it was on the evening of the 24th that we found the trail hot and made a night’s march. We marched until nearly morning, and then lay down by the horses, they being saddled and bridled. We were not to build any fires. We took up the trail after getting rested, and the call to halt was sounded just before the officers; the officers got ready to charge, but what time it was I do not exactly know. After we started out, “I” was rear guard. I was leading Keogh’s horse, Comanche. This was the morning of the 25th, I think, and after marching some time there was officers’ call sounded to water the horses at the spring. After officers’ call was sounded, Custer took I E, F, C, and L Troops. Reno took three companies in his command and Maj. Benteen took three companies, “B” being detailed as rear guard in place of “I” troop. The officers at this time got orders to bunch the mules together, with the exception of the ammunition mules, which were taken on ahead, and Custer, Reno and Benteen charged in three different directions on the Indian camp, Custer taking the end farthest to the right, Reno the center and Benteen the left end. We followed up Reno’s trail with the pack mules and by the time we got to the place where Reno went into the fight, they were retreating and had recrossed the river. After making the high ground and getting back on the high bluffs, Reno sent “D” Troop to reinforce Custer. In my estimation they did not go farther than 500 yards from where we were before they had to turn back to where Reno was stationed on the bluff. The pack train and Benteen and the rear guard getting in about this time (sometime early in the afternoon, I should say it was). We got out on the skirmish line after the Indians, who came down on us all the afternoon until sundown. Then the officers got together and posted sentries or pickets around the line, and those who were not detailed in this way tried to get what sleep we could until morning. In the morning about 7 o’clock the men wanted water. Benteen came around about that time and told them he had had water at 4 o’clock that morning. When the boys heard him say that they said they would get water too, and he told them to get camp kettles or water bottles and canteens. They could find and go up to his company on the firing line, and when they got there they were to make a charge and yell for all they were worth, and when they got about 50 yards from his line they would find a ravine We went down the ravine to the Little Big Horn and got the water, and one of the troopers whose name I think was Mike Madden was wounded in the leg. On the morning of the 27th, a man named Ramsey and I both belonging to “I” Troop started out on our horses to cross the river. While we were coming back we saw a heavy dust to the right only further over from the river made by Terry and his command, and when they came up where we were, that was the first we knew Custer had been massacred. After Terry got in, Ramsey and I went to the bottom lands to where there was a tepee still standing in which were seven or eight dead Indians. After leaving the tepee we went still farther down the valley. I saw a horse standing there and said to Ramsey that it was Comanche. I went to where the horse was, and found it was Comanche. He was standing still, and had I guess about 20 wounds. He was wounded through, the front legs, in the neck and in the hips. He had some gunshot wounds as though someone had fired a shot-gun at him.

We found an enlisted man belonging to “C” Company lying dead at the brink of the river.

…The horses were arranged in a semi-circle with their saddles and bridles on, the wounded being in the valley between the horses …

The Crow scouts White Swan and Half-Yellow Face…were with us in the fight and I believe one of them was wounded in the hand…

…all we could identify were two, one a corporal named Wild and the other a musician. The way we did this was because the corporal was the biggest and the musician was the smallest…Reno’s men were mutilated more than Custer’s men. Their faces were decayed and discolored, and some had their eyes dug out…Reno’s men were scalped more than any of the other men.

[CN] 3.62
 [CT] LIEUTENANT ALFRED B. JOHNSON: ACCOUNT FROM JULY 1876

Albert Bainbridge Johnson was the second lieutenant of I Company, 7th Infantry, a part of Gibbon’s Montana Column on the 1876 Sioux Campaign. In this capacity he assisted in the moving of the wounded 7th Cavalry to the Yellowstone. He was also on the battlefields after Terry’s arrival and made some observations as to what he found there. These do not necessarily carry any more weight than do those of others who were there, but they do form a part of the historical record.

Johnson wrote to his father from the camp on the Yellowstone and portions of that letter were reproduced in the Saint Paul Pioneer Press 22 July 1876. The Pioneer Press article is reproduced below, without any further editing or comment.

Lieutenant Alfred B. Johnson, son of our well known townsman, General R.W. Johnson, who is connected with General Gibbon’s command under General Terry, writes a long and interesting private letter to his father, in which many original particulars are given as to events which transpired on the day or two immediately succeeding the time when General Custer and his gallant comrades rode down into the valley of death. Lieutenant Johnson was connected with the party under General Gibbon which went to the relief of General Reno, and his description of the situation as he approached the battle field, as well as what he saw on that bloody ground after the Indians were driven away, threw some new light upon an occurrence which is now attracting the attention of the whole civilized world. It is proper to remark that the letter was not written for publication, and that General Johnson has reluctantly allowed the Pioneer Press and Tribune reporter to make copious extracts from the private letter of his son. Lieutenant Johnson says:

Our command arrived at Fort Pease on the 24th of June, and found there the Far West with General Terry and staff on board. Orders were issued at once to take six days rations with pack mules and cross the river for a trip up the Little Big Horn. About night fall the entire command (cavalry and infantry) had effected a crossing and stood ready for any service required of it. On the morning of the 25th (Sunday), General Terry placed the command in motion along the margin of Tullock’s Fork. After a somewhat circuitous march we struck the Littlie Big Horn on the 26th, a few miles from its mouth. Here it was reported that there was a dense, heavy smoke to be seen a little in advance, and in a short time it became visible to all. The men who had already made a march of 22 miles in the hot, burning sun were getting quite tired, but when they saw the immense column of smoke rising in the distance (about fifteen miles off) picked up wonderfully, and marched off as if they were fresh from camp. The Crow scouts in the meantime had come in on the dead run, headed by Bravo, a white man living with them, and reported that the hostiles were killing soldiers in great numbers, but their report could not be believed. Toward evening, we could see Indians on the bluffs in large numbers, flying around and watching every movement made by us. They moved their main columns by fours with as much regularity and precision as a regiment of cavalry. One company of cavalry was sent on a side hill to watch their movements, and when the Indians saw them they yelled out, or rather some white man In their column did, “come on, d..n you, we are ready for you.”

At 9 o’clock p.m., the command was ordered to encamp for the night, and after picketing our animals and establishing our guards, we rolled ourselves in our one blanket and were soon asleep. Early on the morning of 27th, the column was in motion heading for the smoke cloud, which did not seem to be very far distant. Lying between us and the smoke was a dense grove of timber, which was entered cautiously and thoroughly examined before the main body marched through it. Having passed through the timber we came to a level plain, and there our advanced guard succeeded in finding out that General Reno and his command were entrenched on a bill and had been surrounded by Indians for several days. Our march was continued over a beautiful piece of country, the very camping ground the Indians had left the night before. Our approach having been discovered, they concluded to leave, and from the looks of things they must have left in great haste and in much confusion.

Their camp was fully four miles long and three-fourths of a mile wide, and all along our march were indications of a very hasty flight, for they left lodge-poles, a set of which are worth as much as a pony, camp kettles, tin cups, tin pans, any quantity of axes, a few guns, buffalo robes and some of their dead in two standing lodges; also many cavalry saddles, carbine slings, bridle bits, cured meat, &c., &c. There were not less than 200 wagon loads of stores abandoned by them. Near this spot we found twenty dead soldiers. This was the first positive evidence we had that a battle had been fought. A still farther march of two miles brought us to the base of the hill upon which Reno and the survivors of his seven companies were, and such a sight I never saw before. The gallant men who had fallen had been exposed to the hot sun for two days and were in a fearful condition. I am clearly of the opinion that General Custer did not know the extent of this camp. When he separated from Reno, he said “go ahead. I will be with you” (which were the last words he ever spoke to Reno). Reno went forward with three companies, while Custer, with five companies, went around a ridge, intending to attack in the rear. (Four companies were about four miles in the rear, with the pack train guard). Reno did continue, crossed the river and attacked, but was so outnumbered that he was forced to fall back and recross the river, and take position on a high hill. Here he was joined by the pack guard. General Custer went around to attack, as he supposed, in the rear, but was met by such overwhelming numbers that he was not able to carry out his plans, and there his entire command fell. There are 25 or 30 missing, whose bodies cannot be found, whether they escaped or not is not known, but certain it is that no one who was with Custer has been seen to tell of the horrors of that dreadful conflict which is without a parallel in our history.

Poor Custer’s troubles in this world are over. He fell like a gallant soldier as he was, and the savages recognizing him as a “great brave” refused to scalp or otherwise mutilate his person.

When Reno got his command on the hill, he began to fortify as best he could, using knives and tin cups for picks and shovels, but his breastworks were of little service to him as the Indians would charge up within 20 yards of his line, deliver their fire, generally killing or wounding some at every charge.

The Indians, finding they could not dislodge the command, undertook to burn them out by firing the grass and timber, but this failed of success. It has been estimated by those who seem to know that there were about 1,200 lodges, and from 2,000 to 4,000 warriors in the camp, making a force too large for the glorious Seventh cavalry. The regiment, however, did magnificently, inflicting a very heavy loss upon the Sioux in killed and wounded. Had it not been for the approach of Generals Terry and Gibbon, I fear it would have been a sad thing for Reno and the brave men under his command - not one of whom would have escaped in all probability.

You would be surprised to see the small piece of ground it took to hold Custer’s dead. They fell just where they fought, and the space where over two hundred men were piled up was not much over two or three times larger than our (Gen. Johnson’s) yard. The men, horses and mules were piled up over and across and under each other, presenting one of the most horrible sights I ever saw. De Rudio was cut off from his regiment and surrounded by Indians for about 40 hours, during which time he had nothing to eat.

Lieutenants Done, English, Kendrick, Edgerly and myself had charge of transporting the wounded from the battlefield. Litters and other conveyances were improvised, and by making night marches we succeeded in getting them to the boat at the mouth of the Little Big Horn, with as little suffering as was possible under the circumstances. Sitting Bull and his followers are now somewhere on the Big Horn and if they remain there they can be easily reached, but should they scatter and flee to the Big Horn mountains it will be a difficult matter to overtake them. However, Gens. Terry, Gibbon and Crook are old campaigners and will strike a telling blow with an iron hand, should an opportunity present itself.

[CN] 3.63
 [CT] KILL EAGLE, BLACKFEET LAKOTA: NARRATIVE OF SEPTEMBER 1876

In Appendix 4, there are reproduced two reports from Captain J.S. Poland, written from Standing Rock Agency. They are dated 14 and 24 July 1876, and they mention a Blackfeet Lakota chief named Kill Eagle, his having been at the Little Horn and his intention to return to the Agency.

Kill Eagle did return and he told the story of his adventures - for such they seemed to be - to the Acting Assistant Indian Agent, Captain R.E. Johnston. Captain Johnston duly reported his interview with Kill Eagle to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, and portions of that report, purporting to be the story of Kill Eagle, are given below.

While I do not elect to comment at length on Kill Eagle’s account, I do think that a much stronger “caveat” should accompany it. Aside from the usual reservations about translations, the narrative portion seems rather long as compared to the question-and-answer sections. I would be more prone to accept the story in the main had it been solely questions and short replies (there would have been less room for error). It must also be remembered that Kill Eagle had just returned from the hostiles and made no bones about having been at the Custer battle, although he did say that he was not a participant in the fights. Even so, he might be excused if he had been a little nervous about being one of the first chiefs to come in from the hostile camps. This could account for his rather bizarre tale of being coerced into staying with the hostiles - the only part of his story that sounds false just on the face of it.

In any event, the Indian accounts always represent enormous and very challenging difficulties for the historian. Many, such as Graham, have thrown up their hands in frustration and simply disregarded Indian sources in toto, which is a terribly limiting action. There is a lot of truth and factual information in the Indian accounts if one is patient enough to stay with them and to keep reading and re-reading them. In the end, it is always the reader who must sift and sort and discard and, finally, choose what to believe, whether the source is Indian or Anglo - and it is no different with Kill Eagle, maybe just a little more so.

I have edited the report fairly severely, but only to eliminate those portions of it which deal with peripheral and non-essential matters. Nothing of a material nature has been omitted.

 Standing Rock Agency, D.T.

 September 17, 1876.

To the Commissioner of Indian Affairs:

Sir - I have the honor to submit the following statement made by Wan-bli-kte (Kill Eagle), a Blackfeet Sioux chief, who left this agency last spring with twenty-six lodges, and who has spent the past summer with the hostiles.

I would state that while he was making this statement he surrounded himself by a number of his men, and when he had any doubt as to the correctness of what took place on certain occasions he would call upon them to assist him in remembering all the particulars. I have taken his statement with a great deal of care, and am satisfied from his manner and bearing that he has endeavored to tell the truth. I had two interpreters present, and fully believe that they have given me a correct interpretation. I requested Kill Eagles to make oath to the truthfulness of his statement, and he did so cheerfully and without hesitation. He is fifty-six years of age, and has been thirteen years with the whites, and is one of the most intellectual Indians I have met in Dakota.

Q) I will commence with you when you left the agency last spring. Let me know why you left and where you have been? Take your time and think, so as to make no mistakes.

A) All right. You two interpreters were here, and there was an agent here, but no one told me to go out, I went out in accordance with my own judgment. I had heard that there was an expedition going into the Indian country, but as I had heard the same every summer I did not believe it. I was in want of lodges, robes and skins for making moccasins, and I went to get them. I thought I could get them and get away before any of the soldiers got there.

Q) Before you left here last spring you had a dance in the garrison. After the dance you fired your pistols in the air and told Colonel Poland, “I am tired of this place, I am going away.” Why did you do this?

A) I never did so. The man who fired off the pistol did not belong to my band. He was a hostile. He fired off his pistol and said, “This is the way a brave man acts.” I did not know he was going to fire. I asked him why he did it. He made no reply. This man was killed in the fight. His name was “The-Man-Whose-Breast-is-Daubed-With-Mud.”

Q) Let me know how you got along every day, where you went and how you lived.

A) I left this agency last April with twelve lodges belonging to my band and fourteen belonging to other bands…

Q) Did any other lodges join you on your way out to the hostile camp?

A) That is all that went out with me. Others went out before me. I do not count for them.

Q) How many young men did you have with you who have not come back?

A) One, Little Wound’s son; he died out there…

Q) Is “Gall” out there?

A) He is; with as big a belly as ever.

Q) Is “Rain-in-the-Face” out there?

A) I don’t know. He was there and I think he came back to Cheyenne Agency and went back to the hostiles again.

Q) Is “Plenty Crow” out there?

A) “Plenty Crow” has never been away; he is here.

Q) What about his people?

A) His son-in-law died out there. There is none of his band out there…

Q) Are there any others from here out there?

A) I would tell you if I saw any. I was not allowed to go around and see who was there or learn anything. I was watched all the time. I am in earnest when I say they guarded me closely day and night.

Q) I have got all the people; now tell me about your journey.

A) On the evening of the seventh day, as the sun was going down, I came in sight of Sitting Bull’s camp…The camp was on Tongue River, just above the mouth of Four Horn River…[a few days later] criers went about the village saying, “A man has come here. You have given him presents and told him to go.” The next morning the camp moved, but I remained behind. I pretended not to notice their movements, but the Indian soldiers surrounded my camp and made me move with them, the Indian soldiers marching behind and on both sides of us, so that it was impossible for us to get away. This is when they took us to the Rosebud and went into camp on the Rosebud…From there we moved up the Rosebud. There was nothing outstanding occurred while we remained on the Rosebud, only that I was watched all the time. On leaving the Rosebud we went to Greasy Grass Creek, camping twice between these two places, and all the time the Indian soldiers were closely watching and guarding us. We camped very close to this creek and all at once there was a great commotion it being reported that white men were coming. I got on my horse and said, “Pity me, my friends, we come from the whites and they want you to listen to me. You are all grown men and must obey me. This nation here fights with the whites (meaning Sitting Bull’s and others), but the whites are our friends and we don’t bear arms against them.” The Indians then went out to battle, but there came a herd of buffalo, and I and my men went after the buffalo and brought back buffalo meat [the reference here is to the Rosebud fight with Crook].

When the Indians returned from the battle they denounced me as a traitor because I did not go into the fight…[After suffering abuse at the hands of the others during the next several days]. I made a feast of wild turnips…and called the Cheyenne Indians to it. The Cheyenne Indians all came (four societies represented), and I said to them:- “You alone I have excluded from my councils; this day I take you into my council.” Four of the Cheyenne chiefs spoke to me through an interpreter. One chief said: - “Your friend speaks to you and says, these Sioux, who are kindred to you, have abused you, notwithstanding your good treatment of them. Now this day you have honored us with your attention.”

Another chief then spoke, as if with one voice, and said: - “You have been mistreated, but hereafter we will protect you. We are 500 lodges strong. Go your way and we will stand between you and Sitting Bull’s men…[Kill Eagle led his band away from the big camp in the middle of the night, and, after many close calls, made it back to the agency]…

Q) Did Sitting Bull give you any arms or ammunition before the Rosebud fight?

A) No, sir…

Q) What time of the day did the fight commence on the Rosebud?

A) We did not get near the fight…

Q) Was Sitting Bull in command at the fight?

A) Sitting Bull started out with them in command.

Q) How far was it from your camp to where the fight was?

A) At least forty or fifty miles…

Q) How long did you remain in the camp after the fight?

A) We moved the next day…

Q) Where did you go from there?

A) After the Rosebud fight the camp moved on to Greasy Grass Creek, at once.

Q) How long did you stay there?

A) One day.

Q) Where did you go next day?

A) We moved this way.

Q) Tell us about the Custer fight.

A) We were coming down the tributary of Greasy Grass Creek after the battle was fought on the Rosebud. (Here he makes a sketch of the battlefield on the ground). We crossed the Greasy Grass Creek, went down and camped on it. The troops struck our trail on the tributary, followed it down, swam their horses over Greasy Grass Creek and struck the camp at the upper end, where there was a clump of timber, and opened the fight. When the firing commenced the Indians rushed to the scene of action. I and my men were lower down, about the middle of the camp. The Indians drove the soldiers back out of the timber, and they recrossed the Greasy Grass Creek below the mouth of the tributary, taking their position on the hill, bare without any grass. They were reinforced by the soldiers who had not crossed the creek (Colonel Benteen and Captain McDougall). Before retiring across the creek the soldiers (Colonel Reno) got into camp and set fire to some of the lodges. On retreating across the creek to take position on the hill, they left their dead behind them. Another party appeared on top of a long hill moving toward the south.

After quitting the party on the hills word came that soldiers were on the left across the creek, and there was great excitement in the camp, the Indian warriors rushed to the left to meet the troops. The Indians crossed the creek and then the firing commenced. It was very fast at times and then slower until it died away. (He describes the firing as follows: - He claps the palms of his hands together very fast for several minutes, stopping suddenly, which denotes the sound of the firing when they (Custer) first began. After a few seconds elapses he repeats the same as above and continues but all the time lessens the quickness of the patting and sound until it suddenly dies out.) The United States troops were all killed on the east side, none crossed the stream.

I got the following information from Sitting Bull himself: - “After crossing the creek with his warriors he met the troops (Custer) about 600 yards east of the river. He drove the soldiers back up the hill. He then made a circuit to the right around the hill and drove off and captured most of the horses. The troops made a stand at the lower end of the hill, and there they were all killed. In going around the hill the Cheyenne Indians killed a warrior, thinking he was a scout who had left his agency; but he was not, he was a hostile.

Q) How long did the fight last on the right?

A) It was about noon when they struck the camp and it only lasted a few minutes. The fight at the lower end (under Custer) was not finished until near sunset.

Q) Did all the warriors leave the right to go to the left?

A) They did; the whole thing left.

Q) What did they do after killing all the troops?

A) At first a Cheyenne Indian came in with a war bonnet and proclaimed: - “I have killed three soldiers but they have killed me at last.” He was wounded in three places. They kept continually coming in with wounded, thrown over horses, with their heads hanging down and blood running out.

About sundown they all returned and said: - “We have killed them all; put up your lodges where they are.” They had just begun to fix their lodges that evening, when a report came that troops were coming from toward the mouth of the creek. When this report came, after dark, the lodges were all taken down and they started up the creek. I told my men to keep together, and we would try to get away. Some one told on me, and they said “let us kill him and his band, we have lost many young men today, and our hearts are bad.” We traveled all night and next day after crossing Greasy Grass Creek…

Q) How many Indians were killed on the right of the camp, in the fight with Reno?

A) Fourteen were killed on the field with Reno and thirty-nine died on the field with Custer. I know of seven who died of wounds within camp afterward.

Q) How many were wounded?

A) A great many. I would judge about 600 - wounded in every way, head, hands, arms, body, etc. - nearly all I saw were wounded more or less. A lot of Ogalalla Sioux ranged in line and called me to look at them, and said: - “Here are the wounded on one hand;” there were twenty-seven on travois and thirty-eight on horseback.

There was a Cheyenne woman who had a revolver strapped on her and went into the fight and got killed.

Q) Did Sitting Bull take any prisoners alive in this fight?

A) He did not; he took no one alive; it was like a hurricane; and swept everything before it.

Q) How many warriors do you think were in Sitting Bull’s camp?

A) I cannot say; they were like maggots on a carcass.

Q) Who were the principal chiefs aside from Sitting Bull?

A) Crazy Horse of the Ogalalla Sioux; Big Man, of the Ogalalla Sioux; High Elk, of the Sans Arc, killed by Reno, and the head chief of the Cheyenne’s, killed by Lieutenant Sibley’s party.

Q) Were there any white men among the Indians?

A) There was no white men in the camp that I saw.

Q) Did Rain-in-the-Face cut out the heart of a dead officer and show it around the camp on a stick?

A) Rain-in-the-Face was with me; he did not do it…

Q) What did they do when they heard the firing on the left by Custer?

A) The upper end of the camp was at this time all deserted, and at the lower end they took down the lodges and packed them for flight…

Q) How long was the camp - how many miles?

A) About six miles long.

Q) How wide?

A) About one mile wide.

Q) Were the tepees close together?

A) Just as thick as they could be put up.

Q) What part of the camp was Sitting Bull in?

A) He was camped near where the soldiers, who took their horses in the woods, attacked.

R.E. Johnston Captain,

First Infantry battalion, Brevet

Lieutenant Colonel, U.S.A.,

Acting Assistant Indian Agent.

[CN] 3.64
 [CT] DANIEL KNIPE: ACCOUNT, 1903, FROM MONTANA HISTORICAL SOCIETY CONTRIBUTIONS, VOLUME 4, 1903

The following account of the fights and the march preceding them was given by Daniel Knipe, the first of the messengers sent from Custer’s command to Benteen and to the pack train. It has become fashionable to deride Knipe’s accounts as coming from a man who was probably a malingerer rather than a messenger and to say that he didn’t give any detailed account until interviewed by Walter Camp, or prior to his 1923 published story. Obviously that is not true, at least so far as not having given a previous account and there is precious little else except rank speculation to throw doubt on Knipe’s veracity or courage. His account given in or prior to 1903 is reproduced in its entirety without commentary. I have corrected spelling and grammatical errors.

A NEW STORY OF CUSTER’S LAST BATTLE,

Told by the Messenger Boy Who Survived

Note. -The Historical Society is indebted for this contribution to Mr. Will Aiken, of the Helena Independent, who is personally acquainted with Sergeant Kanipe.-(Ed.)

Daniel A. Kanipe, born April 15, 1853, at Marion, N. C. enlisted in C. Troop 7th U. S. Cavalry, August 7th, 1872.

The regiment was transferred from the south to Dakota Territory in the spring of 1873. The Yellowstone expedition started from Fort Rice on the 20th of June, 1873, under command of General Stanley, with the civil engineers who surveyed the extension of the Northern Pacific Railroad from Bismarck to some point near the Yellowstone National Park. Gen. Geo. A. Custer was in command of the ten troops of the Seventh Cavalry, which accompanied this expedition.

A fight with the Indians occurred near the mouth of the Big Horn river, in which General Custer orderly, Tuttle, and others were killed. The expedition returned to Fort A. Lincoln the last of’ September, 1873, for winter quarters.

The Seventh Cavalry under Gen. Geo. A. Custer went on the Black Hills expedition on July 1st, 1874, accompanying the surveyors who explored the Black Hills and made a map of the section, returning to Fort A. Lincoln on August 31st, 1874.

The regiment remained in quarters at Forts Lincoln and Rice until the spring of 1876. The expedition of 1876 against the Sioux Indians under Sitting Bull left Fort A. Lincoln on May 17th, 1876, under command of General Terry. Our forces on this expedition consisted of the twelve troops of the Seventh Cavalry. It was the first time all the troops had been together since the regiment’s organization in 1867.

At Powder river the command went into camp for a few days while Troop C with five other troops under command of Major Reno, went on a ten days’ scout up Powder river thence across to Tongue river, thence across to the Rosebud, where we struck the Indian trail.

After following the Indian trail for a day and night, lack of rations forced our return down the Rosebud to the command, which we joined in the Yellowstone below the mouth of the Rosebud. At the mouth of the Rosebud, the regiment drew fifteen days’ rations, and on June 22d, under command of Gen. Geo. A. Custer, the regiment began the march up the Rosebud on the main Indian trail.

On the evening of the 22d General Custer issued orders that no more bugle calls would be sounded, that the command would move by signs, and that there should be no fires except enough to make coffee, until further orders.

On the 24th we passed a number of places where the Indians had held their Sun Dances. At one of these places one of our Crow Indian scouts found the scalp of a white man tied to a willow twig, which was supposed to have been taken from one of General Gibbon’s command shortly before.

We marched all night of the 24th at a trot or gallop. At daybreak on the 25th the regiment halted in a deep ravine near the divide between the Rosebud and the Little Big Horn where we unsaddled our horses and made coffee.

It was apparent that the General intended to keep his command concealed in this place until night again, but Quartermaster Sergeant Curtis, having gone back after a box of hard- tack, which was lost from a pack-mule the night before, saw some Indians helping themselves to the hardtack.

When this was reported to General Custer, knowing that his position was known to the Indians he at once marched his command up on the main divide, where the command was halted while he, with his guide, orderly and chief trumpeter, went on in the direction of the Indian camp. He returned in about two hours and officers’ call was sounded.

After a consultation with his officers he divided the regiment into four companies. General Custer with the five troops C., E., F., I. and L. followed the main Indian trail.. Major Reno with the three troops A., G., and M. marched to Custer’s left and abreast. Captain Benteen with the three troops D., H. and K. marched to the left of Reno and abreast. Captain McDougall with B. troop was to march in the rear of the pack train and follow the main Indian trail.

Custer with his five troops went in a gallop down Mud creek toward the Little Big Horn. About halfway down this creek we came to a vacated Indian camp at which one tepee remained, containing a dead Indian. At this place Major Reno came into sight on the left side of Mud creek. He was signaled to cross to Custer, where he received orders to charge the Indian camp.

Reno and his men went at a swift gallop down Mud creek across the Little Big Horn river and down the valley towar4 the south end of the Indian camp. General Custer followed the same route that Reno took, for a short distance, then turned squarely to the right, charging up the bluffs on the banks of the Little Big Horn where he saw a number of Indians.

When we reached the top of the bluffs the Indians had disappeared, but we were in plain view of the Indian camps, which appeared to cover a space of about two miles wide and four miles long on the west side of the river. We were then charging at full speed.

Reno and his troops were again seen to our left, moving at full speed down the valley. At sight of the Indian camps the boys of the five troops began to cheer. Some of the horses became so excited that their riders were unable to hold them in ranks, and the last words that I heard General Custer say were, “Hold your horses in boys, there are plenty of them down there for us all.”

Custer and his troops were within about one-half mile to the east side of the Indian camps when I received the following messages from Captain Thomas Custer, brother of the General: - “Go to Captain McDougall. Tell him to bring pack train straight across the country. If any packs come loose, cut them and come on quick - a big Indian camp.” “If you see Captain Benteen, tell him to come quick -a big Indian camp.”

On my route back to Captain McDougall I saw Captain Benteen about half way between where I left General Custer and the pack train. He and his men were watering their horses when first seen. Captain McDougall and the train were found about four miles from the Indian camp. The pack train went directly to the bluff where I left Custer’s five troops.

When we reached there we found Reno with a remnant of his three troops and Benteen with his three troops. It was stated that Reno marched to the edge of the Indian camps, dismounted, and then re-mounted and retreated to the top of the bluffs where we found him. He had not lost a man until he began his retreat.

Benteen and his troops reached the top of the bluffs just in time to prevent the massacre of all Reno’s men. When Benteen met Reno, the Indians turned again in the direction of where Custer and his men were found dead. Being cut off from my command, I remained on the bluff with Reno’s men. We marched down the range of bluffs toward the Indian camp. There the command was halted for about one-half hour. Then the Indians commenced to return from the direction of where Custer and his men were killed.. They came with great rapidity and force.

Our command was then ordered to retreat to the highest of the bluffs, where the pack train and horses were corralled and a skirmish line formed around them. This was about 3 p. m. The Indians kept up a constant heavy fire until dark from all sides except from the side next the river. They made frequent desperate charges, requiring our utmost strength to repulse them. Their charges were made hideous by their savage yells. At dark the firing ceased.

During the night the Indians kept up a constant beating of drums and pow-wowing down at their camp. At day-break on the 26th they re-opened a heavy fire on us from all sides and during the whole day our utmost strength was required to repulse their repeated charges.

On the evening of the 26th we could see them moving their camp in a southerly direction, but the warriors kept up a constant firing until it was dark. On the morning of the 27th there were no Indians in sight. We had only 182 men able for duty. Sixty-eight were wounded. The remainder were dead.

We then got water, made coffee, etc. This was the first food or water that we had taken since the morning of the 25th. At about 9 a.m. we saw three columns coming up the Little Big Horn valley, which on investigation proved to be General Gibbon’s command. He reached us at about 1 p.m.

General Terry and staff came up to us on the bluff and informed us of the massacre of General Custer and his five troops. We had supposed that he and his men were corralled at some other point, as we were at this one. When General Terry came up, the boys gave him three cheers. He cried like a child as he told us of Custer’s sad fate.

I then went with Benteen and his troops down to where the massacred troops lay. The Indians had taken all the soldiers’ clothing, guns and ammunition, and the bridles and saddles from the dead horses. Many of the men were so mutilated and so changed by the two days of hot sun that they could not be recognized. Those who were only wounded at first were cut in the face and on the body with the tomahawk. Some had their bodies shot full of arrows, others were scalped.

General Custer was not mutilated. His body lay at the point where the last ones fell, shot in the breast by but one ball [note in the original – Colonel Dodge says in “Our Wild Indians” that he is convinced Custer died by his own hand. This would account for his body’s being unmutilated. The Indians had a peculiar reverence for a suicide. – Ed]

The only living thing found on the battlefield was Captain Keogh’s horse, old Comanche. He had seven different wounds. The soldiers were buried as they lay. Fully half of Reno’s men were found dead on the line of his retreat.

The Indians had carried away all their dead and wounded except about sixty dead ones left in three of their tepees. They had rolled these in buffalo robes and tied them with raw-hides. Much of their dried buffalo beef, camp kettles and other supplies were left in the camp. The Indians scattered, all going to their several reservations except Sitting Bull and about four hundred that went across into Canada.

On the night of the 28th the wounded were carried to the “Far West” steamboat at the mouth of the Little Big Horn and sent to Fort A. Lincoln.

I have always thought that General Custer’s plans were to attack the Indian camp at three different points at the same time, to stampede the warriors, to capture the squaws, ponies and equipments. If Benteen had ever reached the camp and if Reno had not retreated, it is believed that his purpose would have been fully accomplished, although there were supposed to have been about 3,500 Indian warriors armed with the best guns then on the market.

Speaking now as a private citizen, I do not hesitate to express it as my opinion that if Reno and Benteen had carried out their orders, Custer and the five troops would not have met their sad fate. Better and more gallant soldiers than those who died on this ill-fated field have never adorned the American army, and braver, truer and more efficient officers than General Geo. A. Custer and his brother, Captain Tom Custer, never lived.

DANIEL A. KANIPE 
Ex-Sergeant C. Troop, 7th Cavalry.

[CN] 3.65
 [CT] DANIEL A. KNIPE: NARRATIVE FROM THE GREENSBORO DAILY RECORD, APRIL 27, 1924

Sergeant Daniel A. Knipe was the first of at least two messengers sent by Lieutenant Colonel Custer to hurry up both the packs and Benteen on the 25th of June. Although the two messengers and their respective messages provide insight into Custer’s thought processes, many writers have not paid adequate attention to them or to the logical extensions of the mere fact of their having been dispatched. Knipe, whose name is also seen as Kanipe, was a member of Captain Tom Custer’s C Company and it was actually Tom Custer who gave him the instructions for McDougall and Benteen. An interesting sidelight is that Knipe would not have been a courier had not Sergeant Finkle’s horse dropped back a bit. Knipe survived, Finkle did not.

Knipe’s story contains a wealth of anecdotal material, but it also contains several glaring and many minor errors. As examples, Knipe forgets that L Company existed and shows some confusion between McDougall and Benteen - confusion that he did not evince in 1908 when he spoke with and wrote to, Walter Camp. In any event, the errors are perfectly obvious and do not detract from the overall value of the account. There is little point in discussing them at length.

I have done some rather extensive editing, since much of Knipe’s account has no bearing on the 1876 campaign. He begins by stating that he enlisted “on August 7, 1872, at Lincolnton” and gives brief accounts of the 1873 and 1874 expeditions, on both of which he served. We pick up Knipe’s story for the start of the campaign of 1876. I have capitalized the term “River” when it appears as part of a proper name.

…On May 17 we were sent out on what was to prove to be the disastrous expedition. We started to the Yellowstone River. We marched 12 miles to the Big Heart River and made camp. We stayed there awhile looking around. About June 10 we went on up to the Powder River. Six companies of the 12 were sent out on a scouting party. Leaving the wagon train at the Powder River and taking 10 days rations on pack mules, we went up the Powder River for two days, then turned across towards the Tongue River and it was on the Rosebud River that we found the Indian trail.

It was about sundown then, so we made a little coffee, then marched up the trail all night. In the morning we made coffee, and hit out up the trail again, marching until it was 12 o’clock. General Reno, who was in command of this detachment, found that his 10-day rations were running low, so we turned back down the Rosebud River and at the junction of it and the Yellowstone we met the other six companies of the regiment, under General Custer.

General Terry, department commander, was there. General Custer was under arrest. It was said because of his attitude against the post traders who had been allowed the concessions at the different posts and which were done away with after the airing of the scandals concerning post-traderships during President Grant’s administration.

Why, those fellows had things so that you couldn’t buy anything at the posts without getting it from them. Liquor was 25 cents a glass and the glasses was mostly glass -mighty little whisky. Custer set a maximum price and it caused his arrest, but all the high army officers were with him and he was given a command at the place I spoke of.

On July 22 Custer’s outfit drew 15 days’ rations off the steamboat Far West that was in the river. There were two Rodman guns, two Gatling guns in a battery with Custer. He thought that he could get along without them, and he turned them over to General Gibbon, who carried them across the river.

There’s where he made a mistake, as we see it now, because if he had had one of those Rodman guns and had fired it one time those Indians wouldn’t have stopped running yet - no siree, would still be running. And if we’d had one of the Gatling guns there would have been a lot more survivors than me. In fact there would never have been any Custer massacre.

On June 22 we broke camp and started out, marching all day. That evening Custer issued orders that there would be no more bugle calls and only fire enough to make coffee and that commands would be given by signs. On the morning of June 23 we started out. We marched until nearly night, then camped and continued on next morning, June 24. That day we came to a place where the Indians had had a sun dance, and had staged a war dance too…Six Crow Indian scouts that were with our regiment had come on ahead and they had found the scalp of a white man…Sergeant Finley, who was the oldest line sergeant in my company, had it in his saddle pockets when he was massacred. We marched all day June 24. Indian scouts that had been sent ahead returned that night about 10 o’clock. It was just good dark. You know that you can read at 9 o’clock in the summer time in that country.

We got orders that night to saddle and pack up. We marched all night, coming close to the junction of the Rosebud and the Little Big Horn River. So General Custer took the regiment into a ravine that looked as though we could keep concealed there as long as we wanted to. But in coming in, we were riding at a hard trot and a gallop, Quartermaster Sergeant Hearst [actually Sergeant Curtiss – there was no Hearst] lost some hard bread from the packs of some of the pack train. Learning this, General Custer ordered the sergeant to go back and get the bread.

But when the sergeant reached the point where the bread had dropped out, there were two Indians helping themselves to it. They ran at the approach of the soldiers. Coming back to camp this incident was reported to General Custer and he ordered us to saddle up.

I reasoned it out that he had planned to surprise the Indians the next morning, but as they already knew that we were there, he was going to do it now. We marched up the divide and halted. General Custer took the chief trumpeter and two scouts and was gone two hours.

When he came back he divided the regiment into three detachments…He then took for himself Troops “C,” “E,” “I,” and “F.”

Leaving that place we went out this way. Major Reno was to the left and abreast with General Custer and Captain Benteen to the left of Major Reno. You could tell that the plan was to strike the Indian camp at three places. Captain McDougall was to bring the pack train on up the main Indian trail. We went at a gallop. Turning down what is now Benteen’s [Ash, now Reno] Creek, we made our way to a crossing and found a vacated Indian camp on the other side. The fires were not all out. There was a dead Indian in one of the tepees that was still standing. General Custer ordered the tepee fired. Major Reno came in sight and he was signaled to cross Benteen Creek and did so. General Custer, with three companies, pushed down the creek.

When we reached within a quarter of a mile of the junction of Benteen’s Creek with the Little Big Horn I sighted Indians on the top of the range of bluffs over the Little Big Horn River. I said to First Sergeant Bobo, “There are the Indians.”

General Custer threw up his head about that time and we - Troops “C,” “E,” “I,” and “F” - headed for the range of bluffs where we had seen the Indians. Tom Custer, brother of the general, was captain of my troop, “C.” We rode hard, but when we reached the top the Indians were gone.

However, we could see the tepees for miles. The Crow Indian scouts with our outfit wanted to slip down and get a few ponies. Some of them did slip down, but they got shot for their pains. Chief Scout Mitch Buie [Boyer], Curley, a Crow, and “Bloody Knife” Reeve stayed up on the bluffs with us [Bloody Knife was with Reno].

Well, sir, when the men of those four troops saw the Indian camp down in the valley they began to holler and yell, and we galloped along to the far end of the bluffs…

I was riding close to Sergeant Finkle…close to Capt. Tom Custer. Finkle hollered at me that he couldn’t make it, his horse was giving out. I answered back: “Come on Finkle, if you can.” He dropped back a bit.

Just then the captain told me to go back and find McDougall and the pack train and deliver to them orders that had just been issued by General Custer.

“Tell McDougall,” he said, “to bring the pack train straight across to high ground - if packs get loose don’t stop to fix them, cut them off. Come quick. Big Indian camp.”

I went back. I thought then that was tough luck, but it proved to be my salvation. If Sergeant Finkle had not dropped back a few minutes before he would have got the orders - and I would not be telling this story.

Away off in the distance…I saw the pack train. I went toward that. My company and the others went on down toward the Indian camp. I remember the last words that I heard General Custer say; the men were on the hill, we all gave them three cheers riding at a full gallop, some of them couldn’t hold their horses, galloping past General Custer. He shouted at them, “Boys, hold your horses, there are plenty of them down there for us all.” They rode on. I rode back.

Reaching the pack train, I gave Captain McDougall the orders sent him, and went on toward Captain Benteen as I had been told to take them to him, also. McDougall and his outfit rode on to the top of the hill and reinforced Major Reno as he retired from the bottom of the bluffs…

As I went back after Captain Benteen I saw some Indians running along. I thought they were hostile Indians and got ready to give them a few rounds before they got me, but they were scouts that were making their get away from the big battle that was going on. They had come from Major Reno’s command and they were that scared that they did not stop until they reached the Powder River.

Delivering the orders to Captain Benteen, I rode back to the top of the ridge with the battalion and there we joined the others under Major Reno and McDougall. The Indians were between this outfit and General Custer, so I could not join my company.

Major Reno started to march out on the range of bluffs there and attack the Indians, but they came at us and we retired, and formed skirmish lines…They shot at us all day and then at night they pow-wowed until daylight on the 26th. Then they started out again shooting and charging. We killed a many a one, just how many I do not know.

We were cut off from water, and there were 68 wounded men in camp. A wounded man wants water bad, and it was pitiful to hear their groans as they called for it and we couldn’t get it. Some fellows tried to go for it but got shot…

I remember the first shot that was fired in that two-day battle. It went right under my horse’s belly and lodged in the bank. There were 14 men and two officers, Lieutenant Harrington and Lieutenant Sturgis, that never were found. It was said that the Indians cut off their heads and dragged them around as they pow-wowed during the night. There were 56 men in our outfit killed on the hill by the Indians [Knipe’s casualty figures are too high].

Well, they kept up the shooting all through the day of the 26th, until late in the evening we could see the camp begin to move…

We got water and made coffee and relieved the suffering of the wounded as best we could. About 10 o’clock General Gibbon and his command arrived. General Terry, department commander, came with him. When General Terry came up lusty cheers. He cried like a baby. Then he told us that he had seen 200 men in the valley below and we knew that General Custer and the four companies had been wiped out. We had thought that maybe he had been corralled as we were.

Late on the afternoon of the 27th, Captain Benteen went to the battlefield, and I was allowed to go with him, and look about wherever I wanted to.

I looked over the dead and recognized here and there a buddy and a sergeant that I knew. I recognized Sergeants Finkle and Finley. Sergeant Finley…had 12 arrows through him. They had been lying there for two days in the sun, bloody and the wounded mutilated. You could tell what men had been wounded because the little Indians and the squaws would always, after taking the clothes off the men, shoot them full of arrows or chop them in the faces with tomahawks…

In all this pile of men, not a one had a stitch of clothes on. The Indians had taken it all. They must have gotten about $25,000 in money off of them, too, for we had just been paid…

I saw where the last ones fell, they were in a little heap. General Custer lay across a couple of men, the small of his back only, touching the ground. The dead were thick around him. He had been shot through the heart. My captain, Tom Custer, a brother of the general, was near this last bunch, as was his brother-in-law, Lieutenant Calhoun, who was in command of “H” troop [L actually].

In that battle there were fully 4,000 Indians besides the squaws, making a total of between 12,000 and 15,000 Indians in all.

And on the whole field where Custer and those four companies were wiped out not a living being was left to tell the tale. One horse survived - his name was Comanche - when he was found he had seven bullet wounds. He was Captain Keo’s horse.

Well there were a good many dead Indians. We found three tepees standing with 75 Indians in them, and there is no telling how many more were carried away when they moved camp. I thought that I would cut one of them out of the blankets and…found that he had a string of scalps as long as your arm…It was a sight…

They buried the dead and then began to carry the wounded, including the horse Comanche, to the Far West steamboat which had come up the river as far as it could…

Most of the wounded got well. Old Comanche did and there was an order from general headquarters that this survivor, in fact, of Custer’s battle was to have a box stall for the rest of his life…

What became of the Indians? Why they went on. My regiment did not try to hunt them, we were all shot to pieces…

[CN] 3.66
 [CT] LEFT HAND AND WATERMAN, ARAPAHOES: NARRATIVES OF 1920

In 1920, Colonel Tim McCoy interviewed the two surviving members of a party of five Arapahoe young men who had been in the fights on the Little Horn. The party of Arapahos had supposedly been out from the Camp Robinson agency looking to steal horses from the Shoshones. Their story is that they had run into a Sioux scouting party and had been made prisoners of the Sioux, accused of being wolves for the bluecoats. Apparently they were defended by the Cheyenne Two Moon and to show their good faith were almost unwilling participants in the fight against Custer. To me this background sounds like a great deal of rationalization, designed by these Arapahoes to justify their presence in the hostile Indian village.

The fact of the matter is that there were a goodly number of Arapahoes out in the Powder River country that summer, not just these five. While it is true that the Little Horn fights were mostly a Sioux and Northern Cheyenne affair, there most definitely were a fair number of young men from other nations present for what promised to be a summer of fighting against white troops. Many of the hostiles’ accounts specifically name the Arapahoes as being participants, so I doubt very much whether these five men were there as the result of a chance encounter and I also doubt that they had to be coerced into fighting the white soldiers. Two Moon, by the way, was a minor warrior society chief of the Northern Cheyenne. He was not a man of great prominence at the time, either among his own people or among the whites, despite the efforts of white authorities and writers to elevate his status afterward, so would not have had much sway over the Sioux had they actually believed that the five Arapahoes were soldier scouts.

In any event, McCoy has left us their narratives, which aside from the questionable portions dealing with their capture etc. are very interesting and give a dramatic description of Custer at the end of his fight. I have done some editing and present the narratives with minimal commentary.

THE NARRATIVE OF LEFT HAND

I was born in what is now called Powder River country…When I was a small boy I always used my left hand instead of my right, and as that was strange for an Indian, I was called Left Hand. That has always been my name.

I was in the battle of the Little Big Horn where General Custer was killed. There were four other Arapahoes with me. That was a long time ago, but I remember it as if it were yesterday.

…We trailed north toward the country of the Crows, and one day met a small band of Sioux, who told us that their village was on the Little Big Horn, and that the Sioux were going to have a big sundance and that we must go with them. [The sundance was held on the Rosebud, not on the Little Horn. The summer solstice ceremonies were being held on the Little Horn]. They thought we were scouts for the white soldiers…They took our guns away from us and said they were going to kill us…The next morning Two Moon, Chief of the Cheyennes went to the Sioux Chiefs and told them that we were Arapahoes, and that they must give us back our guns and set us free, which they did, but they watched us closely…The second day we were in the Sioux camp they moved farther down the river, and it was the day after this that the battle took place.

The first attack was made at the south end of the village when the sun was there (position indicating about 9 A.M.) The soldiers fired a few shots, but when we rushed toward them, they became frightened and started back across the river. Many of them lost their horses and had to swim across. They climbed up on a high ridge and built a barricade. There were many soldiers killed there. The Sioux were all around them.

When the sun was straight up (about noon) we heard shooting at the lower end of the village, and knew it must be more soldiers. [This would indicate a three hour difference in the times of Reno’s and Custer’s actions!] I went down through the village and crossed the river with a large party of Sioux and Cheyennes. We Arapahoes had all gotten separated during the first fight.

The soldiers were up on the ridge and the Indians were all around them. There was lots of shooting all around, and the Indians were all yelling…I saw an Indian on foot, who was wounded in the leg, and thinking he was one of the Crow or Arikara scouts with the soldiers [Left Hand doesn’t say how he knew which kind of Indian scouts, if any, Custer had with him. This was likely an insertion by McCoy or the interpreter], I rode at him, striking him with a long lance which I carried. The head of the lance was sharpened…and went clear through him…Afterward I found out he was a Sioux, and the Sioux were going to kill me…Everyone was excited. The hills were swarming with Indians, all yelling and shooting. Many of the Indians had bows and arrows. As I came up on the ridge, one soldier, who was on the ground, handed me his gun. I took the gun and did not kill him, but some Sioux who were behind me killed him. I went back and took his belt, which had many cartridges in it.

Once I saw Custer. He was dressed in buckskin. It was almost at the end of the fight. He was standing up and had pistols in his hands shooting into the Indians. I did not see him again until it was all over. I walked around and saw him lying there. He was dead. Most of the soldiers were all dead, but some of them still moved a little. When the sun was about there (pointing to a position indicating about 3 P.M.) all was over, not a white man was alive. The Sioux scalped a great many, then the squaws crossed the river and took all the soldiers clothes. What they did to the dead soldiers, I do not know, because I went back across the river and joined the other Arapahoes. Some of the Indians went back and fought the soldiers who were barricaded on the ridge at the south end of camp, but I did not go with them.

The next morning [it was actually late afternoon] the Sioux broke camp and started for the mountains…That night…we four Arapahoes [one seems to have gone missing somewhere] crawled out to the pony herd, and…slipped away. We traveled as fast as we could back to Fort Robinson…

During that fight I counted thirteen coups [This is a fantastic number, considering that only three coups can be counted on each enemy. That would mean that there were only 630 for all of Custer’s troops, so Left Hand got about 50 or 60 times his share]. I was dressed in a shirt and breech-clout. My medicine was a piece of buffalo hide made into a cross with two feathers in it, which I wore in my hair.

Custer was a very foolish man to fight the Sioux at that time. He did not have many men, and the Sioux and Cheyenne were as thick as the grass on the hillside. I do not know how many there were, but I have never seen so many Indians together at one time. There were only a few Sioux and Cheyenne killed, and these were buried on the ground on west bank of the river where the camp was. Not a man of Custer’s command escaped. All were killed [Despite his many coups, Left Hand never admitted to killing anyone except that Sioux].

…The Indian is like a prisoner on his reservation. The buffalo are all gone, the antelope are gone, and now we old men can only sit by the fire, sing our war-songs and dream of the past.

THE NARRATIVE OF WATERMAN

…I had lived about twenty-two snows at the time of the great battle on the Little Big Horn River. That was long ago, but my mind is clear, and I will tell you all I know about that battle.

…We remained in the Sioux camp and saw the sun rise twice. Then the whole village moved farther down the river and made another camp. It was the biggest camp I ever saw. There were thousands of warriors. I do not know how many. When the sun came up again, that was the day of the fight.

We heard shooting at the upper end of the village, and we all went that way. The soldiers had crossed the river and were coming toward the camp. At that time the sun was there (position indicating about 9:00 A. M.). There were not many soldiers, and I knew they would be beaten because there were many Sioux and Cheyennes. There was one Indian killed there. The soldiers went back across the river to a ridge where they dug some pits. The Indians kept shooting at them for a along time. After a while we heard shooting at the lower end of the village…The troops were trying to cross the river and attack the camp, but the Indians drove them back. The soldiers could have forded the river at that point, because we crossed over and drove them up the hill. When they got to the top of the hill, they left their horses and the Indians took them. Some of the horses got away and came down to the river where they were caught…There were gray horses and some sorrels. This left the soldiers on foot completely surrounded by the Indians [Waterman is describing action at the northern end of Custer field, below Custer Hill. The gray horses were those of E Company and the sorrels were from C].

The soldiers were on the high ground, and in one of the first charges we made a Cheyenne Chief named White Man Cripple was killed. Two Moon then took command of the Cheyennes and led them all during the fight. I was with some Indians in a small gulch below the hill where the soldiers were [the description does not give any impression of the size of the battlefield, which is very large.], but later we moved up the hill and closed in on the soldiers. There was a great deal of noise and confusion. The air was heavy with powder smoke, and the Indians were all yelling. Crazy Horse, the Sioux Chief, was the bravest man I ever saw. He rode closest to the soldiers, yelling to his warriors. All the soldiers were shooting at him, but he was never hit…The soldiers were entirely surrounded and the whole country was alive with Indians. There were thousands of them. A few soldiers tried to get away and reach the river, but they were all killed. A few did get down to the river, but were killed by some Indians there. The Indians were running all around shooting and yelling, and we were all very excited. I only know of one soldier that I killed. It was just at the last of the fight when we rushed to the top of the hill and finished all that were still alive. I killed him with my gun, but did not scalp him because the Arapahoes do not scalp a man with short hair, only long hair.

When I reached the top of the hill I saw Custer. He was dressed in buckskin, coat and pants, and was on his hands and knees. He had been shot through the side and there was blood coming from his mouth. He seemed to be watching the Indians moving around him. Four soldiers were sitting up around him, but they were all badly wounded. All the other soldiers were down. Then the Indians closed in around him, and I did not see any more. Most of the dead soldiers had been killed by arrows, as they had arrows sticking in them. The next time I saw Custer he was dead, and some Indians were taking his buckskin clothes. The Indians were quarreling, each trying to take the clothes away from the other…The fight was all over when the sun was there (position indicating about three o’clock)…What the squaws did to the dead soldiers I do not know…I saw many soldiers who were scalped, but I do not know whether Custer was scalped or not…

The white people believe that there were a great many Indians killed in this fight. I only know of six Cheyennes and six Sioux who were killed. There were many wounded…the next night, Yellow Eagle, Yellow Fly, Well One, Left Hand and I crawled out under the side of our wickiup, mounted ponies, slipped out of camp and rode on around the foot of the mountains to Fort Robinson…

[CN] 3.67
 [CT] LITTLE SIOUX, ARIKARA SCOUT: NARRATIVES FROM THE ARIKARA NARRATIVE AND FROM A WALTER CAMP INTERVIEW C. 1912

Many of the Arikara scouts with the 7th Cavalry at the Little Horn contributed to The Arikara Narrative compiled by O.G. Libby [refer to B4.208] and a few were interviewed by Walter Mason Camp during his researches. The “standard” problems of translation (particularly past tense verbs) exist with these accounts, but like those from other participants, they must not be summarily dismissed simply because of immaterial inconsistencies or assumed translation errors. It is possible to make sense from these stories by applying patience and diligence in collating the information contained in them.

Little Sioux was one of the scouts who followed Custer’s general direction to run off as many of the Sioux ponies as possible and to join the pack train. His two accounts are given separately, so that the richness of the detail is preserved, rather than attempting to meld the two accounts. Little Sioux was a veteran campaigner, although not an old man, serving on his fifth enlistment as a scout for the army when he joined at Fort Lincoln in November, 1873. As is the case with many of the Indian scouts and much to the dismay of historians, Little Sioux was known by other names [Sioux and One Wolf]. This occurrence often leads to confusion. Little Sioux however, was commonly known by that name throughout his life. Some of the other scouts mentioned by him were also known by other names at various times of their lives and their Little Horn personae might not be readily evident in his narratives.

I have edited the stories very slightly and have added alternative names for some of the participants in order to clarify identities, but I have not added any lengthy commentary since Little Sioux tells his story very clearly.

FROM WALTER CAMP’S INTERVIEW, PROBABLY JULY 1912.

On Crows nest [were] Red Star [Strike Bear, White Calf], Bull, Black Fox (don’t remember others). One Feather, Strikes Two, Red Star, Whole Buffalo [Buffalo Ancestor, Bear Come Out], Boy Chief [Black Calf], Little Sioux went up ahead after horses. We saw three Sioux squaws and two boys leaving village and we got after them…on east side of river opposite timber. All six got after squaws, but One Feather and Whole Buffalo took after two Sioux horses. We pursued on after squaws and ran upon a big bunch of horses and took after them and let women go [i.e. left off chasing them - some writers have taken this remark incorrectly to indicate that the scouts actually had caught the women]. These horses were on east side opposite point of timber [there were several flat areas on the east side where the bluffs did not abut directly on the]. We…kept them on the east side and ran them across the flat and went up through the hills with them. As we were going up hill the soldiers fired on us and wounded Boy Chief’s horse. The Sioux were tight after us and followed up into hills.

Among these soldiers [should read “scouts”] was Stabbed [Stab] who took off his hat and waved it to stop the soldiers firing. These soldiers were on top of hill. They were the rear of a body of soldiers going downstream on top of the hills. There were a few straggling shots fired at us…

Drove horses back a ways and then returned to river and found Reno’s men on top of ridge. Soldiers were straggling up out of the bottom, some wounded. [This indicates that they returned before the Weir advance downstream and that the soldiers who fired on them earlier must have been Custer’s rearguard or stragglers from his command]…

There were groups of tepees in all the bends of the river. After a while the pack train arrived. I went back to where the captured horses were tied. We had been instructed by Custer to capture all the Sioux horses we could and get them back out of the way. A few of our Ree scouts had straggled behind and they came to the captured horses. I and Boy Chief, Watokshu [Bear Waiting, Spotted Horn Cloud, Round Wooden Cloud etc.], Caroo, Red Bear [Good Elk], Strikes Two. The pack train fortified and we were separated from it. We rounded up the captured horses and started for Rosebud back on trail. Red Wolf [Bush], Bull [Bellow], One Feather, Strike the Lodge, and others took captured horses to Rosebud. Pack train was attacked and Sioux got after us, and we started for Rosebud and Sioux got in our front twice…This was after dark. The party that had captured horses had been attacked by Sioux who got horses back. This recovery of horses by Sioux was in the night.

We got to Rosebud in the night. We traveled all night and got to Rosebud and followed it all next day and eventually got to Yellowstone…we got nothing to eat until we got to the old camp at the mouth of Rosebud, and here we found moldy hardtack. We traveled two days and two nights and half a day…We followed Yellowstone down to camp at mouth of Powder. A halfbreed scout (Billy Cross) went back with us…

I had an army gun - infantry gun with 2 bands. We had army saddles that Custer had issued to us at Ft. Lincoln; at least those of us who had no saddles took cavalry saddles. One of our scouts had a cavalry horse, but the rest of us had our own horses…

Did Baker and Young Hawk go out and meet Bradley morning June 27? No, says Forked Horn and Young Hawk did this).

FROM THE ARIKARA NARRATIVE

It was early in the morning, just at sunrise, and there came down from the butte [back from the Crows Nest], Red Star and Bull. By this time the army was all together and the pack train was with them. Custer told all the scouts…“Well, I want to tell you this, the way I want it. We all want to charge [the word as used here means “advance”] together and after we get to the Sioux camp I want you to run off all the horses you can.” Then the charge began for the Dakota camp; they went three or four miles and then Custer went up on the high butte and came down again after seeing the Dakota camp. The scouts led on with the charge and reached the lone tepee about noon [it was actually about 2:00 p.m., per Wallace’s timings]. It was about as far to the Little Big Horn as it was from the high butte to the lone tepee. It was nearly 3 o’clock when they reached the Dakota camp. They rode at full speed with Custer [this means Reno, it was certainly not Custer] and Little Sioux about the middle. When he reached the river he saw going up the bank on the other side, Young Hawk, Strikes Two, Boy Chief and Goose. As he came up the bank he saw before him a curved, flat space covered with sage brush and with timber at the right. The soldiers were forming a line at right angle to the timber and then the firing began. In front of the soldiers, while he was a little way from the bank, Little Sioux saw Black Fox and Forked Horn. Away to the left and in front of the soldiers, near some buttes, he saw Bob-tailed Bull. Some Dakotas were riding in between Bob-tailed Bull and the soldiers. Little Sioux was about half way to the line of soldiers…and then he saw Bloody Knife swing in from the timber along which, from the direction of the Dakota camp, he was driving three horses. Bloody Knife was his uncle and he came up to him and said: “Take these horses away back, this is what Custer told us to do.” Little Sioux paid no attention and Bloody Knife turned back without waiting to see what became of the horses. With Little Sioux there were Red Star, Strikes Two, and Boy Chief. As they stood there together looking across the river they saw at the foot of the ridge (about where they were to cross later) three women and two children coming across the flat running and hurrying along as best they could, on a slant toward the river. Little Sioux fired twice at them and so did Red Star. Then all four of the scouts rode through the timber to kill them. But just at this point they saw across the river on the flat a large herd of about two hundred Dakota horses in the sage brush, so they stopped pursuing the women and children and started after the horses…On the opposite side there was much sage brush and willows and all four crossed together. They started to head the horses upstream…While they were driving the horses he first saw the tepees of the Dakotas, three-quarters of a mile away across the river, just the tops of the poles and very many of them. They had ridden farther ahead than the battle line of the soldiers, that is, farther down-stream in order to head off and drive the horses back to where they could get them away from the Dakotas. They had hardly headed the horses before the Dakotas came across the river from the village where he had seen the tops of the tepees and from there they carried on a running fight up the valley for over a mile with the pursuing Dakotas chasing and firing at them. They reached and crossed the high bluff, at which point was the hardest fighting, and the Dakotas chased them back on the trail seven or eight miles. This fight for the horses was kept up until nearly dark…and there were only five Dakotas left. These seemed to have ridden around in front of the herd and attacked the scouts as they went by. The flat between the ridge and the river was about three-quarters of a mile wide and they drove the horses nearer the river than the ridge. They crossed the ridge because it curved in front of them and they did not turn out of their course. Where they crossed the ridge, was a mile below the first crossing and about three-quarters of a mile from the second crossing. The two places on the river where Little Sioux crossed were about a mile apart. While he was driving off the horses on the flat he heard the battle going on very plainly at his right and on his left also [this must refer to Reno’s retreat]. Slightly behind him he heard sounds of another battle [the initial stages of the Custer fight] but not quite so plain. As Little Sioux came up the ridge he met the other scouts that had been left behind and they all went on together. From the ridge he saw that the battle was over, dead men and horses lay all the way from where the battle line was to the river, and also on the bank and up to the hill. They rode on and looking back they saw some dismounted soldiers, who had straggled up from the river, fighting the Dakotas back. He saw a dead soldier lying just where he came up over the ridge on the hill. Here Little Sioux’s horse played out, the one he had ridden from the first…He threw himself off his horse, caught the Dakota horse, put his own saddle on it, and turned his own horse loose, all of this during his ride up the hill. At the time he looked back to the battleground he also looked back toward where he had heard the firing at his left. There he saw, about two miles west, near enough to hear the guns, along the ridge, a high sloping hill, the sides of which were covered with Dakota horsemen, thick as ants, riding all about. At the top some soldiers were lying down and were shooting down at the Dakotas, who were firing back. He noticed many little fires on the prairie where the first fighting took place, much smoke but no blaze. He saw also on the hill at the south, groups of Indians moving off here and there. He noticed that these groups scattered as they got up higher and broke up in every direction, this was about three miles off. He also saw on the battleground [Reno’s] Dakotas riding about among the dead bodies shooting at them. There were five Dakotas in the last attack which was made on the scouts who were driving off the herd of Dakota horses. Stabbed told some of them to dismount and hold back the enemy. Those who stopped to do this were Little Sioux, Soldier, Strikes Two, Boy Chief, Stabbed, and Strikes-the-Lodge. When the four scouts met the others at the top of the hill [previously] some of them [had] stayed behind to fight back the Dakotas. These were: Soldier, Little Sioux, Stabbed, Strikes-the-Lodge, Strikes Two, and Boy Chief. They [had] fought on foot to hold back the Dakotas who had by this time killed all the dismounted soldiers. Their horses were tied to their cartridge belt by a loose slipknot and when riding this rope hung on a coil on the saddle-horn. This device was used by all the Indians so that they might never be in danger of losing their horses in battle. When this group of scouts had stopped the Dakotas [in the last scrap] and driven them back, it was about an hour from sunset and they tried to find the herd but missed the way for a time. In the last fight with the Dakotas [this is the indication that two separate fights were being discussed earlier], already referred to, the herd of horses was so close that the firing scared them and in spite of all the other scouts could do the herd was lost. Little Sioux fell back now with the other five scouts for they thought all the soldiers were killed and all the horses lost. Stabbed drove his horse and rode a mule taken from the big herd when the scouts first met him. They rode all night long and all the next day till evening without stopping and they came to the where the steamboat unloaded [the camp site at the mouth of the Rosebud]. Here were some spoiled crackers and they made camp all night and rested and ate. While they were here they were seen by the party led by Running Wolf, who thought that they were Dakotas [Running Wolf was not on the march from the Yellowstone and may have been carrying dispatches from/to the Powder River depot]. After sunrise the next day Black Fox came up and joined them. After he was seen in distance Little Sioux called to him that he was an Arikara, but Black Fox could not hear him for the wind blew toward him and he thought it was a party of Dakotas. Black Fox got off the Dakota horse he was riding, leaving the saddle, and mounted his own bareback. He rode into a blind washout with high banks but here he heard Little Sioux’s voice echoing back from the high bank and he recognized him and rode out again. He was glad to see Little Sioux and gave him the horse he had caught. The six scouts [had] slept under the roots of a fallen tree and they [had] had a fire. They were cooking some camp leavings when Black Fox came in sight a long way off, about 8 o’clock. The seven scouts traveled all day and camped at the mouth of Tongue River and slept there. The next day they came to the Powder River base camp just as the bugles were blowing for dinner. Some soldiers came out to meet them and they told them what had happened but the soldiers did not believe them. Then the commanding officer called them in and the scouts told him what they knew. He said nothing when they had finished and sent them out again. In camp they found four scouts, Horns-In-Front, Cha-ra-ta and two others [all previously detached]. About three days later…No other scouts had come in yet…[4 July] the steamboat came in with the wounded. Until the boat came in seven scouts were missing, the three who were killed and the three with Young Hawk, besides the interpreter, Gerard…

[CN] 3.68
 [CT] LOW DOG, OGLALA LAKOTA: NARRATIVE GIVEN AT FORT YATES, DAKOTA, JULY 30, 1881

The following account of the Custer battle was given by Low Dog, an Oglala Warrior Society Chief, at Fort Yates, Dakota on 30 July 1881. It was published, along with several other Indian accounts, in the Leavenworth Weekly Times issue of 18 August 1881. Of course, the narrative was given via an interpreter, unnamed, and transcribed by the reporter, who said of the interview: “I took pencil and paper and with Low Dog’s consent noted it down. I have it almost word for word as translated by the interpreter, but I regret exceedingly that that interpreter did not give me a literal translation. All the Indians use a great many gestures and signs, and the interpreters tell me that it is very difficult to do more than give the substance of what they say.”

Here we have the crux of the problem in dealing with Indian accounts and in attempting to reconcile them one with another or/and with white participants’ accounts. It is not the penchant of the Indians to say what it is they think their audience wants to hear or of the Indians’ presumed propensity for prevarication. The basic problem is that few interpretations give more than the “substance of what they say,” and many of the Indians’ gestures, signs and words/phrases have no equivalents in English. However, the substance is what any honest researcher really wants anyway, so as long as the problems and limitations are kept in mind, the Indian accounts can prove most useful.

An illustration of the danger in accepting the “traditional” caveats concerning Indian stories is the very common assertion by many participants that they were too late to participate in the Custer fight, while they freely admit being in on the Reno fight. These many denials of involvement have been taken as alibi attempts, presumably because of the odium, or even punishment, that would have been heaped on the heads of warriors stupid enough to say that they had been in at the death. As any even casual student of the battle knows, there was never any attempt made to punish any of the participants. The fact is that those Indians who claimed that they either missed the Custer fight entirely or were too late to get into it until it was mostly over were telling the simple truth, and too much time has been wasted trying to point out the reasons for their denials that primary, and prime, sources available have been under-utilized.

That is not to say that everything any Indian participant says should be swallowed whole. The Indians had perhaps just as many men trying to make themselves out to be heroes, or to keep themselves blameless, as did the military. There were Benteens and Renos and Terrys among the Sioux and the Cheyennes too and there were just as many honest mistakes and omissions in their stories.

In any event, there is Low Dog’s narrative to consider and it is a story of confusion - but then that is the story of most battles.

We were in our camp near Little Big Horn river. We had lost some horses, and an Indian went back on the trail to look for them. We did not know that the white warriors were coming after us. Some scouts or men in advance of the warriors [soldiers] saw the Indian looking for the horses and ran after him and tried to kill him to keep him from bringing us word, but he ran faster than they and came into camp and told us that the white warriors were coming. I was asleep in my lodge at the time. The sun was about noon (pointing with his finger). I heard the alarm, but I did not believe it. I thought it was a false alarm. I did not think it possible that any white man would attack us, so strong as we were. We had in camp the Cheyennes, Arapahoes, and seven different tribes of the Teton Sioux - a countless number. Although I did not believe it was a true alarm, I lost no time getting ready. When I got my gun and came out of my lodge the attack had begun at the end of the camp where Sitting Bull and the Uncpapas were. The Indians held their ground to give the women and children time to get out of the way. By this time the herders were driving in the horses and as I was nearly at the further end of the camp, I ordered my men to catch their horses and get out of the way, and my men were hurrying to go and help those that were fighting. When the fighters saw that the women and children were safe they fell back. By this time my people went to help them, and the less able warriors and the women caught horses and got them ready, and we drove the first attacking party back, and that party retreated to a high hill. Then I told my people not to venture too far in pursuit for fear of falling into an ambush. By this time all the warriors in our camp were mounted and ready for fight, and then we were attacked on the other side by another party. They came on us like a thunderbolt. I never before no since saw men so brave and fearless as those white warriors. We retreated until our men got all together, and then we charged upon them. I called to my men, “This is a good day to die; follow me.” We massed our men, and that no man should fall back, every man whipped another man’s horse and we rushed right upon them. As we rushed upon them the white warriors dismounted to fire, but they did very poor shooting. They held their horses’ reins on one arm while they were shooting, but their horses were so frightened that they pulled the men all around, and a great many of their shots went up in the air and did us no harm. The white warriors stood their ground bravely, and none of them made any attempt to get away. After all but two of them were killed, I captured two of their horses. Then the wise men and chiefs of our nation gave out to our people not to mutilate the dead white chief, for he was a brave man, and his remains should be respected.

Then I turned around and went to help fight the other white warriors, who had retreated to a high hill on the east side of the river (This was Reno’s command). I don’t know whether any white men of Custer’s force were taken prisoners. When I got back to our camp they were all dead. Everything was in confusion all the time of the fight. I did not see Gen. Custer. I do not know who killed him. We did not know till the fight was over that he was the white chief. We had no idea that the white warriors were coming until the runner came in and told us. I do not say that Reno was a coward. He fought well, but our men were fighting to save their women and children, and drive them back. If Reno and his warriors had fought as Custer and his warriors fought, the battle might have been against us. No white man or Indian ever fought as bravely as Custer and his men. The next day we fought Reno and his forces again, and killed many of them. Then the chiefs said these men had been punished enough, and that we ought to be merciful, and let them go. Then we heard that another force was coming up the river to fight us (General Terry’s command), and we started to fight them, but the chiefs and wise men counseled that we had fought enough and that we should not fight unless attacked, and we went back and took our women and children and went away.

[CN] 3.69
 [CT] ORDERLY-TRUMPETER JOHN MARTIN: ACCOUNT AS CONTAINED IN THE CAVALRY JOURNAL JULY 1923

The following account ostensibly based upon an interview with Colonel W. A Graham in 1922, purports to tell the story of Trumpeter John Martin of H Company, who served as an orderly for Custer on 25 June 1876, and who carried “Custer’s last message” – the famous “Benteen, Come on…” There are several errors of fact contained within this account and several more areas in which it differs with earlier accounts of Martin, including his sworn testimony at the Reno Court of Inquiry. From this distance, it appears that there might well be as much Graham as there is Martin in the article and it is interesting to note that it was published after Martin’s death – nothing sinister, perhaps, but nonetheless intriguing. It is well known that Graham was a devoted subscriber to the glory of Benteen, so one should not be terribly surprised to find no unflattering references to Benteen. Graham was always more than willing to be swayed in favor of his own theories of what happened and of his preformed opinions as to the players in the drama. Martin’s story figured largely in Graham’s reconstruction of events.

I have edited the article to the point of deleting the commentary and notes of both Graham and of Edward S. Godfrey, since they are rather dated, and newer evidence has been found since the article was written – indeed there was new information found between the date of writing and the date of publication. 

Graham says, in the Cavalry Journal July-August 1942, of his interviews with Martin: “It was far from easy to get Martin’s story of his ride to Benteen. He was very old [Martin was 69 or 71, depending upon which of two birthdates one assumes is correct] and very feeble when I found him…His memory was as feeble as his body, and it was only after I had made three separate visits, each time reading to him (for he was almost blind) his testimony at the Reno Inquiry, that recollection of that fateful June day of 1876 came back. But when it did come back, it came with a wealth of incident and detail that was surprising. And so I wrote his story, just as he told it to me, and he signed it [here is Graham, the lawyer, relying on the record of the Reno Court as he always did - and having a man who was “almost blind” and “very feeble” sign what Graham wrote, for no other reason than to afford the piece a sense of legality and hence legitimacy].

Martin’s words, if they were indeed his, are all that is presented here, as primary source material and I have added comment where I thought they might be helpful or to correct obvious errors.

SERGEANT MARTIN’S STORY

A little before 8 o’clock, on the morning of June 25, my captain, Benteen, called me to him and ordered me to report to General Custer as orderly trumpeter. The regiment was then several miles from the Divide between the Rosebud and the Little Big Horn. We had halted there to make coffee after a night march.

We knew, of course, that plenty of Indians were somewhere near, because we had been going through deserted villages for two days and following a heavy trail from the Rosebud, and on the 24th we had found carcasses of dead buffalo that had been killed and skinned only a short time before.

I reported to the General personally, and he just looked at me and nodded. He was talking to an Indian scout, called Bloody Knife, when I reported, and Bloody Knife was telling him about a big village in the valley, several hundred tepees and about five thousand Sioux. I sat down a little way off and heard the talk. I couldn’t understand what the Indian said, but from what the General said in asking questions and his conversation with the interpreter I understood what it was about.

The General was dressed that morning in a blue flannel shirt, buckskin trousers, and long boots. He wore a regular company hat. His yellow hair was cut short - not very short; but it was not long and curly on his shoulders like it used to be.

Very soon the General jumped on his horse and rode bareback around the camp, talking to the officers in low tones and telling them what he wanted them to do. By 8:30 the command was ready to march and the scouts went on ahead.

We followed slowly, about fifteen minutes later. I rode about two yards back of the General. We moved on, at a walk, until about two hours later we came to a deep ravine, where we halted. The General left us there and went away with the scouts. I didn’t go with him, but stayed with the Adjutant. This was when he went up to the “Crow’s Nest on the Divide, to look for the Sioux village that Bloody Knife had told him about. He was gone a long time, and when he came back they told him about finding fresh pony tracks close by, and that the Sioux had discovered us in the ravine. At once he ordered me to sound officers’ call, and I did so. This showed that he realized now that we could not surprise the Sioux, and so there was no use to keep quiet any longer [Martin has confused the tail end of the march up Davis Creek. Custer had actually gone to the Crow’s Nest prior to the command being moved up to the “ravine” mentioned].

For two days before this there had been no trumpet calls, and every precaution had been taken to conceal our march. But now all was changed. The officers came quickly, and they had an earnest conference with the General. None of the men were allowed to come near them, but soon they separated and went back to their companies.

Then we moved on again, and after a while, about noon, crossed the Divide. Pretty soon the General said something to the Adjutant that I could not hear, and pointed off to the left. In a few minutes Captain Benteen, with three troops, left the column and rode off in the direction that the General had been pointing. I wondered where they were going, because my troop was one of them [see Chapter 1].

The rest of the regiment rode on, in two columns - Colonel Reno, with three troops, on the left, and the other five troops, under General Custer, on the right. I was riding right behind the General. We followed the course of a little stream that led in the direction of the Little Big Horn River. Reno was on the left bank and we on the right.

All the time, as we rode, scouts were riding in and out, and the General would listen to them and sometimes gallop away a short distance to look around. Sometimes Reno’s column was several hundred yards away and sometimes it was close to us, and then the General motioned with his hat and they crossed over to where we were [Wallace has this happening at H1400].

Soon we came to an old tepee that had a dead warrior in it. It was burning. The Indian scouts had set it afire [most researchers believe that it was set ablaze by the troops]. Just a little off from that there was a little hill, from which Girard, one of the scouts, saw some Indians between us and the river [Gerard’s testimony stated clearly that the Indians he saw were on the other side of the Little Horn]. He called to the General and pointed them out. He said they were running away. The General ordered the Indian scouts to follow them, but they refused to go. Then the General motioned to Colonel Reno, and when he rode up the General told the Adjutant to order him to go down and cross the river and attack the Indian village, and that he would support him with the whole regiment. He said he would go down to the other end and drive them, and that he would have Benteen hurry up and attack them in the center [this seems to be wishful thinking on someone’s part – according to most witnesses to the orders, there was no mention of attacking a village, and only Davern, Reno’s orderly, said anything about Benteen – and that was to the effect that Benteen would be on the left].

Reno, with his three troops, left at once, on a trot, going toward the river, and we followed for a few hundred yards, and then swung to the right, down the river.

We went at a gallop, too. (Just stopped once to water the horses). The General seemed to be in a big hurry. After we had gone about a mile or two we came to a big hill that overlooked the valley, and we rode around the base of it and halted. Then the General took me with him, and we rode to the top of the hill, where he could see the village in the valley on the other side of the river. It was a big village, but we couldn’t see it [refer to Martin’s other accounts which are at variance with this scenario] all from there, though we didn’t know it then; but several hundred tepees were in plain sight.

There were no bucks to be seen; all we could see was some squaws and children playing and a few dogs and ponies. The General seemed both surprised and glad, and said the Indians must be in their tents, asleep.

We did not see anything of Reno’s column when we were up on the hill. I am sure the General did not see them at all, because he looked all around with his glasses, and all he said was that we had “got them this time.”

He turned in the saddle and took off his hat and waved it so the men of the command, who were halted at the base of the hill, could see him, and he shouted to them, “Hurrah, boys, we’ve got them! We’ll finish them up and then go home to our station.”

Then the General and I rode back down to where the troops were, and he talked a minute with the Adjutant, telling him what he had seen. We rode on, pretty fast, until we came to a big ravine that led in the direction of the river, and the General pointed down there and then called me. This was about a mile down the river from where we went up on the hill and we had been going at a trot and gallop all the way. It must have been about three miles from where we left Reno’s trail.

The General said to me, “Orderly, I want you to take a message to Colonel Benteen. Ride as fast as you can and tell him to hurry. Tell him it’s a big village and I want him to be quick, and to bring the ammunition packs.” He didn’t stop at all when he was telling me this, and I just said, “Yes, sir,” and checked my horse, when the Adjutant said, “Wait, orderly, I’ll give you a message,” and he stopped and wrote it in a big hurry, in a little book, and then tore out the leaf and gave it to me [the supposition that Custer wanted only the ammunition packs is just that – supposition].

And then he told me, “Now, orderly, ride as fast as you can to Colonel Benteen. Take the same trail we came down. If you have time, and there is no danger, come back; but otherwise stay with your company [Cooke also said, according to another Martin account: ‘and report to me when you come back with them’ or words to that effect]”

My horse was pretty tired, but I started back as fast as I could go. The last I saw of the command they were going down into the ravine. The gray horse troop was in the center and they were galloping.

The Adjutant had told me to follow our trail back [indicating that Benteen would be found on that trail – note that there is no mention of Martin riding out into the hills to which Benteen had originally be sent], and so in a few minutes I was back on the same hill again where the General and I had looked at the village; but before I got there I heard firing back of me, and I looked around and saw Indians, some waving buffalo robes and some shooting. They had been in ambush.

Just before I got to the hill I met Boston Custer [there is some question as to this event – Martin had not previously mentioned it]. He was riding at a run, but when he saw me he checked his horse and shouted “Where’s the General?” and I answered, pointing back of me, “Right behind that next ridge you’ll find him.” And he dashed on. That was the last time he was ever seen alive.

When I got up on the hill I looked down and there I saw Reno’s battalion in action. It had been not more than ten or fifteen minutes since the General and I were on the hill, and then we had seen no Indians. But now there were lots of them, riding around and shooting at Reno’s men, who were dismounted and in skirmish line. I don’t know how many Indians there were - a lot of them. I did not have time to stop and watch the fight; I had to get on to Colonel Benteen; but the last I saw of Reno’s men they were fighting in the valley and the lint was falling back [in other accounts, Martin said he did not see any of Reno’s action].

Some Indians saw me, because right away they commenced shooting at me. Several shots were fired at me - four or five, I think - but I was lucky and did not get hit. My horse was struck in the hip, though I did not know it until later.

It was a very warm day and my horse was hot, and I kept on as fast as I could go. I didn’t know where Colonel Benteen was, nor where to look for him, but I knew I had to find him [he had been instructed to follow the back trail and he would find Benteen].

I followed our trail back to the place we had watered our horses, and looked all around for Colonel Benteen. Pretty soon I saw his command coming. I was riding at a jog trot then. My horse was all in and I was looking everywhere for Colonel Benteen.

As soon as I saw them coming I waved my hat to them and spurred my horse, but he couldn’t go any faster. But was only a few hundred yards before I met Colonel Benteen. He was riding quite a distance in front of the troops, with his orderly trumpeter, at a fast trot [this is undoubtedly Graham’s opinion. He was an admitted admirer of Benteen. All evidence points to Benteen moving quite leisurely until he got Cooke’s message]. The nearest officer to him was Captain Weir, who was at the head of his troops at two or three hundred yards back.

I saluted and handed the message to Colonel Benteen, and then I told him what the General said - that it was a big village and to hurry. He said, “When’s the General now?” and I answered that the Indians we saw were running, and I supposed that by this time he had charged through the village. I was going to tell him about Major Reno being in action, too, but he didn’t give me the chance. He said, “What’s the matter with your horse?” and I said, “He’s just tired out, I guess.” The Colonel said, “Tired out? Look at his hip,” and then I saw the blood from the wound. Colonel Benteen said, “You’re lucky it was the horse and not you.” By this time Captain Weir had come up to us, and Colonel Benteen handed the message to him to read and told me to join my company.

He didn’t give me any order to Captain McDougall, who was in command of the rear guard, or to Lieutenant Mathey, who had the packs. I told them so at Chicago in 1879, when they had the court of inquiry, but I didn’t speak English so good then, and they misunderstood me and made the report of my testimony show that I took an order to Captain McDougall. But this is a mistake [see Martin’s testimony in Appendix 3.70].

They gave me another horse and I joined my troop and rode on with them. The packtrain was not very far behind then. It was in sight, maybe a mile away and the mules were coming along, some of them walking, some trotting, and others running. We moved on faster than the jacks could go, and soon they were out of sight, except that we could see their dust [Benteen testified that at this time the packs were about seven miles behind him].

We followed General Custer’s trail until we got near the ridge where the General and I had first seen the village. We could see the fight going on in the valley, and Reno’s command was retreating to the side of the river we were on. As we approached them, Colonel Reno came out to meet us. He was dismounted, his hat was gone, and he had a handkerchief tied around his forehead. He was out of breath and excited, and raised his hand and called to Colonel Benteen. We all heard him. He said, “For God’s sake, Benteen, halt your command and help me. I’ve lost half my men.” Part of his men were still coming up the hill, some mounted and some dismounted, and the Indians were firing at them from the hills and ravines near by. They were pretty much excited and disorganized when we got there.

Colonel Benteen said, “Where’s Custer?” and Colonel Reno answered, “I don’t know. He went off downstream and I haven’t seen or heard any thing of him since.”

We heard a lot of firing down the river; it kept up for a half hour or maybe more. It sounded like a big fight was going on, and the men thought it was General Custer, and that he was whipping the Indians and we all wanted to hurry on and join him, but they wouldn’t let us go. Captain Weir had some words with Colonel Reno, and I could tell by the way he was acting that he was excited and angry. He waved his arms and gestured and pointed down the river. Then we heard some volleys, and Captain Weir jumped on his horse and started down the river all alone. But his troop followed him right away.

The rest of us stayed there until the packs all arrived. The ammunition mules came first, in about fifteen minutes; but it was more than an hour before the last pack-mule was up.

Then we started down the river; but by the time we got as far as where Captain Weir had gone with his company, we had to stop, because the Indians had seen us and were coming up the river toward us by the thousand. The firing down below had all stopped by that time, except for an occasional shot, and we thought that they had stood off the General and that he had gone to join General Terry. We did not suspect then that he and all his men had been killed.

We got down about a mile, or maybe a little more, from the hill where we had found Colonel Reno, and then the Indians came on so thick and fast we had to fall back to the hill again.

By that time they were all around us, and more coming all the time, and we had a hot fight until it was dark.

The next morning it started again before daylight, and they kept it up until the middle of the afternoon. They killed a great many of our horses and mules, and a lot of men were killed and wounded, but we stood them off.

I was in America only two years then, and this was my first Indian fight. I had been in the Black Hills with General Custer in 1875 [1874], and we had seen plenty of Indians there, but did not fight them.

I admired General Custer very much; all the men did. He was a fighter and not afraid of anything. But he tried to do more than he could that day. They were too many for us, and good fighters, too. They had better weapons than we had [this again is Graham] and they knew the ground. It is lucky that any of us escaped alive. I don’t think we would but for the fact that they heard that General Terry was coming.

I am an old man now and have served the United States a long time since I came from Italy in 1873. I enlisted in 1874 and was in the army for thirty years. My memory isn’t as good as it used to be, but I can never forget the battle of the Little Big Horn and General Custer.

I have two sons in the army, and one of them is named for the General. I want them both to be as good soldiers as their father was.

It’s a long time since I rode with Custer to his last fight – forty-six years - but I still have the old trumpet that I blew officers’ call with the morning of that fatal day, and still have a lively recollection of, as I have a deep affection for, my old General.

John Martin

Sergeant, U. S. Army, Retired.

[CN] 3.70
 [CT] ORDERLY-TRUMPETER JOHN MARTIN: STORIES FROM VARIOUS SOURCES, PLUS HIS TESTIMONY AT THE RENO COURT OF INQUIRY

John Martin, trumpeter of Benteen’s H Company, was an orderly with Custer’s headquarters on 25 June and has become famous as the “dull witted Italian” who carried Custer’s last known message to the same Captain Benteen who later characterized him in the quoted terms. Martin was born Giovanni Martini in Italy and immigrated into the United States in 1873 at age 20 or 22. He enlisted that same year in the 7th Cavalry and served on the Black Hills expedition in 1874.

Martin is generally credited as being almost totally unable to express himself in English and hence the necessity for Cooke writing out the message that Martin carried to Benteen. My own feeling is that Cooke wrote the message out, as a gesture of emphasis, letting Benteen know that he was making a record, since Benteen had not then responded to both previous orders and the oral message brought to him by Sergeant Knipe. It is not credible that anyone not able to speak the language at least well enough to perform the duty would have been selected to carry such an important order, since there were other orderlies and alternatives available to Custer and Cooke. If one argues that perhaps Cooke did not know of Martin’s presumed deficiency, then that deficiency cannot be put forward as a reason for Cooke’s writing out of the order, which reason is generally offered up.

I think it is much more logical to argue that surely Martin must have picked up enough English in his three years of service to be able to say to Benteen something on the order of (with apologies to those readers of Italian descent): “De General he’sa say you gotta come fas an bringa de packs witchu. Itsa bigga village. He’sa needa you now.” Ask yourself why Cooke would select for duty on that day, of all days, an unqualified orderly, when so many qualified personnel were readily available.

It was, after all, Benteen who said that Martin was “a thick headed dull witted Italian, just about as much cut out for a cavalryman as he was for a King.” It was also Benteen who stated that Martin told him that the Indians were “skidaddling” and used this as an excuse for his continued slow advance, despite the fact that Martin flatly denied saying anything of the kind to Benteen. Benteen also claimed not to know which way Custer went, what he was doing, or where he could be - this with a man who had just come from Custer riding right beside him!!

As to Martin not being cut out for a cavalryman - he retired in January 1904 with the rank of Sergeant, after a solid thirty years of service, which is more than the vaunted and oh-so-critical Benteen could boast, although obviously their careers could not be directly compared in other terms. And history is rife with the stories of kings who did not reign for as long as thirty years.

In any event, Martin enjoys a certain deserved stature as the man who brought Custer’s last known message, although to be sure there was nothing in the least heroic in his having done so, nor did he ever claim that there was. But he did carry it, he was there to see what happened, he fought with the others on the hills above the Little Horn and, more importantly, he left several accounts of what was done by whom, and when, and where and, if looked at really closely, maybe even why.

The narratives which follow have been edited somewhat and I have added my comments where I think they may be useful or enlightening. I think that John Martin, trumpeter and later sergeant, 7th United States Cavalry, is a most interesting witness, although to be sure he is far from consistent in what he has to say.

FROM INTERVIEWS WITH WALTER CAMP 24 OCTOBER 1908 AND 4 MAY 1910.

More than a dozen years before Colonel Graham obtained his narrative from Martin, Walter Camp had interviewed the retired sergeant twice - in 1908 and 1910, when one might suppose Martin was less feeble than he was when he spoke with Graham, and when his memory surely was much clearer. At least he was not an old man, being less than 60 years of age regardless of which birth date one accepts.

It did not however, seem to make much difference insofar as inconsistencies were concerned, for there are enough of them to confuse almost anyone and some of them deal with important pieces of information. In presenting excerpts from these Camp interviews, I have found it easier for me to take specific points of interest and lay down what Martin told Camp about those points in the two interviews. This will highlight the differences and the similarities. Camp’s notes include his transcriptions and versions of what Martin told him as well as what purport to be direct quotations of Martin’s words.

THE ROUTE TO MEDICINE TAIL COULEE, WHAT TRANSPIRED ON THE WAY AND WHERE MARTIN LEFT

1908…Did not see Indians on the ridge [Knipe and/or Custer had reportedly seen some, and some historians conjecture that this observation may have spurred Custer to alter his supposed plan of supporting Reno from directly behind]… Says that before Custer reached high ridge he marched in column of twos with gray horses in center of column…Martin says Custer’s trail passed along where Reno to. Then Custer halted command on the high ridge about 10 minutes and officers looked at village through glasses. Saw children and dogs playing among the tepees but no warriors or horses except few loose ponies grazing around. There was then a discussion among the officers as to where the warriors might be and someone suggested that they might be buffalo hunting…

Custer now made a speech to his men saying, “we will go down and make a crossing and capture the village.” The whole command then pulled off their hats and cheered. And the consensus of opinion seemed to be among the officers that if this could be done the Indians would have to surrender when they would return, in order not to fire upon their women and children. “I do not remember seeing Mitch Bouyer or the Crow scouts at this time. They might have been somewhere in the vicinity and I did not see them.”

Then command…was given and command went forward down off the hill and then…whole command passed down ravine toward dry creek [toward Medicine Tail Coulee]. Martin thinks he continued about 1/2 mile farther when Cooke halted and wrote message to Benteen and gave to Martin and then Custer spoke to Martin and said: “Trumpeter, go back on our trail and see if you can discover Benteen and give him this message. If you see no danger come back to us, but if you find Indians in your way stay with Benteen and return with him and when you get back to us report” [this reverses the roles from Graham’s version]…” Custer followed coulee all the way “[i.e. he did not cut across to Medicine Tail, but kept on down the coulee].

1910…“Custer first halted on Weir‘s hill and took a 1ook at village…Here he turned column to the right and went down coulee to Dry Creek and turned to left and followed Dry Creek straight for village. About half way down to Little Bighorn we came into full view of the village [this contradicts his earlier testimony and accounts]…and here he halted the command and Cooke wrote out the message to Benteen, and I started back with it on the trail.”

THE RIDE BACK LOOKING FOR BENTEEN

1908…Martin started back on trail before got up the hill (that is up to high point where whole command had halted) he heard heavy firing in the direction of his right. It might also have been Reno’s fire which he heard as that would have been to his right. He afterward supposed was at Ford B. After this he met Boston Custer going to join the command. When Martin got to top of ridge he looked down in village and saw Indians charging like swarm of bees toward the ford, waving buffalo hides. At the same time he saw Custer retreating up the open country in the direction of the battlefield. (He did not tell this at the Reno court of inquiry because he was not asked the question. He thinks that in Reno court of inquiry it was not desired that he should tell all he knew and said that afterward he never was invited by officers to discuss what he knew of the battle and never volunteered to do so.) The Indians were firing straggling shots. About this time Martin was fired on by Indians in the bluffs between him and river and they hit his horse on hip, and blood spattered on Martin’s back. Saw neither Indians nor Reno nor any fighting. Martin says he met Boston Custer after his horse was hit and that Boston Custer called attention to the fact that his horse was limping [see Graham, supra].

1910…“I did not follow Dry Creek all way back to coulee running north and south but cut across to the high ground. When I got up on the elevation I looked behind and saw Custer’s command over on the flat and Indians over in the village riding toward the river and waving buffalo hides. The battalion appeared at this time to be falling back from the river. This is the last I saw of the five companies alive and it was only a hasty glance [in order to see what he claims to have seen, Martin would have to have been on Weir Ridge. The only way he could have got there was by cutting across, as he claimed, or by deviating back from the head of the descent coulee, which he probably would not have done in the circumstances. He could only have cut across if he had been in Medicine Tail Coulee, so that at least this story has an internal consistency, although it differs from his other, more believable accounts].”

“I kept up the north and south coulee [this sounds confusing, but is really not inconsistent, since he could have cut across the intervening ridge to Cedar Coulee if he left Custer part way down Medicine Tail] and soon met a mounted man whom I recognized as one of C troop, but whose name I did not know. He inquired where the command was, and I told him down the coulee quite a distance and that he had better fall back to the pack train, as he would likely be cut off by Indians before reaching the command, but he kept on. After this I met Boston Custer and went on to Benteen. I got up on same ridge from which Genl. Custer saw the village the first time and on looking down on the bottom I saw Major Reno and his command engaged already, but I did not pay any attention to that.” Thinks that from time he saw Reno he was 15 or 20 minutes getting up to Benteen. “Met Boston Custer half way between medium coulee and Weir Hill. Boston asked me where Custer was and if he had been attacked and I said no…after this I heard a volley and looked back and saw Custer retreating back from the river [this now sounds rather dubious, given the nature of the ground].” On his way to Benteen he first met Boston Custer on the bluffs and farther along the bluffs two enlisted men who were together and inquired for Custer’s command [see stories of Arikara scouts, Appendices 3.1, 3.67, 3.91, 3.93 & 3.120 wherein two men are mentioned who might very well be the same two seen by Martin].

“It has been asserted by some writers of late years that Custer’s command never got nearer the river than where he was found dead, but I know this to be incorrect for I myself was with General Custer when he was much nearer the river than is the point where he was found dead and I saw him and his command right down on the flat within a few hundred yards of the river, retreating from it. Until late years no one ever seemed to doubt the fact that Custer went to the river at the place which I state.”

Says he found Benteen 3 or 4 miles from where he left Custer.

WHERE HE MET BENTEEN AND WHAT HAPPENED UNTIL THEY JOINED RENO

1908…Martin now rode fast and met Benteen on Benteen [Ash] Creek and came back with him. Martin says when he gave message to Benteen, Benteen asked: “Where is General Custer’?” Martin said: “About 3 miles from here.” Benteen said, “Is being attacked or not?” and Martin said: “Yes, is being attacked” and said no more. Martin is positive that he [did not say to Benteen] that Indians were “skidaddling.”

Martin says when Benteen got up Reno came up without any hat and said: “For God’s sake, Benteen, halt your command and wait until I can organize my men” [see difference in Graham, supra]…

1910…“As Benteen approached the river we turned to the north along the bluffs just above the river and there met three Crow scouts who pointed out Reno’s men who were now retreating across the bottom. We marched on Gen. Custer’s trail and when we got up this ridge from where I saw Maj. Reno fighting on the bottom we saw Maj. Reno’s command and the Major himself, the men still retreating on the bluff.”

“When Benteen met Reno on the hill, Reno requested him to halt his command, etc. Benteen pulled out Cooke’s note and showed it to Reno. Reno was bareheaded and much excited and exclaimed: “Well I have lost about half of my men, and I could do no better than I have done.”

SOME COMMENTS ON THE AFTERMATH OF THE FIGHTS

Martin did not comment to Camp, any more than he did to Graham, very much on the fight on the hilltop. He did mention that Benteen had his bootheel shot off, and described briefly “Benteen’s Charge,” but otherwise contributed very little. He did however, answer Camp’s questions about some of the things that happened afterward.

1908…Martin says careful search was made of whole country for dead men down to river - that the detachments were sent out and that Serg. Butler was found in this way.

Martin saw Serg. Butler of L Troop and says his horse was dead with him. Does not think he could have been carrying message because Butler was not an orderly that day. Martin saw the heap of dead men in deep gully between Custer and the river…says on Custer battlefield there were not half as many dead horses as dead men. Martin says that one of Cooke’s sideburns was scalped off, skin and all…Keogh had a gold chain and Agnus Dei Catholic emblem on his neck which the Indians had not taken and Benteen secured this.

Martin saw the dead Indians in the brush on river bank in village. Says there was a big pile but did not count them…Says when Genl. Terry came up on the 27th, Terry took him to the spot where Martin started back from Custer with the message and Martin described the ground and incidents to him precisely. “On June 27 I accompanied General Terry over all this ground and explained these matters to him in detail.”

1910…“I showed (on June 27) Benteen where I left with note from Custer and Benteen estimated the distance to be 600 yards to Ford B. Did not go down there with Terry on June 27 [see last sentence above]. Reno introduced me to Terry when Terry came up and said: ‘Gen. Terry, here is the man who carried the last message from Custer.’ Terry then asked me several questions as to how far I had been with Custer, etc. and then said: ‘Well, you are a lucky man and I wish you good fortune.’”

“In the village I saw the two tepees with dead Indians in them and only about 100 yards away… there was a pile of dead Indians…”

TESTIMONY

Some of the most interesting of Martin’s statements are those which he made at the Reno Court of Inquiry at Chicago in 1879, when one would naturally suppose the events were much fresher in his mind. If nothing else, his responses indicate that he understood and spoke English at a level somewhat above that which Benteen would have us believe. On the other hand, his testimony is certainly at odds with some of his later statements, especially as to his going to the pack train with a message to hurry up.

In his story to Colonel Graham, Martin says: “He didn’t give me any order to Captain McDougall, who was in command of the rear guard, or to Lieutenant Mathey, who had the packs. I told them so at Chicago in 1879, when they had the court of inquiry, but I didn’t speak English so good then, and they misunderstood me and made the report of my testimony show that I took an order to Captain McDougall. But this is a mistake. In his testimony, he is quite clear on the matter, stating unequivocally that he did take such a message from Benteen to McDougall, and giving several answers to several questions giving the details of what he said to McDougall, where he found him, etc. etc. The only possible explanations, since both Mathey and McDougall deny ever getting any such message or order (they even deny getting one via Sergeant Knipe) and Benteen stated that he never sent one (and it would have been to his advantage to say that he had) are that: (1) Martin was indeed totally confused and/or misquoted; (2) Martin was deliberately lying to the court, although there is no obvious reason why he should have done so on that point; (3) Martin might have misunderstood the line of questioning and been referring to a later message, perhaps at the time just after the ammunition packs were brought up. There is simply no way of knowing.

I am not a believer in the absolute and total validity of the evidence gathered by the Reno Court Of Inquiry, as were Graham and Dustin, and as are many current students of the battle. I am firmly of the opinion that much of the testimony was indeed calculated to throw the best possible light on the conduct of the survivors, including and perhaps especially Reno - but that conviction does not lead me to simply throw out the testimony in toto, or to selectively pick out those bits which might further my own theories and hypotheses. I believe in the truth - and strangely enough lies are part of the truth. And so is Martin’s testimony, inconsistent as it may be with his other tales. The fact is that Martin did only what he did and saw only what he saw, and if he erred in clearly telling us what those things were, then we just have to dig deeper for the truth.

The following is his testimony, in verbatim transcripts of what he said, as reflected in the official records of the Reno Court contained in the National Archives. They do not come from Colonel Graham’s Abstract, which contains many errors and in certain areas can be very misleading. I have given both the questions and the answers, despite that method being somewhat cumbersome. The only liberties I have taken are to clean up the punctuation and to add comments where I deemed them desirable. All of Martin’s testimony is included, and for ease of understanding, I have added excerpts from some other testimony bearing on the pack train question.

FROM HIS TESTIMONY AT THE RENO COURT OF INQUIRY 1879.

Seventeenth Day, 31 January 1879.

Trumpeter John Martin, Company H, 7th Cavalry, a witness by the Recorder and first being duly sworn to testify the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, testified as follows:

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) State your name, rank, company and regiment, and where serving.

A) John Martin, Trumpeter, Company H, 7th Cavalry, serving at Fort Abraham Lincoln, Dakota Territory.

Q) What duty were you on the 25th of June 1876?

A) I was orderly trumpeter for General Custer.

Q) Where were you serving at the time, near what place?

A) About 4 or 5 miles from the Little Big Horn River.

Q) Were you with General Custer at the tepee on the right bank of the river?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Where was it that Major Reno’s column went ahead of General Custer?

A) It was at the tepee. He took to the left and we took to the right.

Q) Were you on a little stream where you were?

A) No, it was kind of a ravine. We could see hills on both sides.

Q) On which side was General Custer?

A) He was on the right and Major Reno was on the left.

Q) After Major Reno went ahead, state if General Custer remained on that side.

A) Yes, sir. We went on a jump all the way.

Q) How near did he go to the river there?

A) He did not go near the river at all. We struck a little creek where we watered our horses [North Fork of Ash Creek]. That was the only place we halted.

Q) Was that after Major Reno had gone ahead?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Had Major Reno gone to the left of the creek?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) What order did General Custer give there?

A) He sent his compliments to the commanders and directed them not to let the horses drink too much, that they had too much traveling to do that day.

Q) How long were the horses drinking?

A) About 5 minutes.

Q) How long was the halt there?

A) About 10 minutes altogether.

Q) Tell how fast General Custer’s column then went, and tell all you know about what direction, and how far from the river, and whether you could see anything on the other side of the river.

A) General Custer left that watering place and went about 300 yards in a straight line. Then after that he turned to the right a little more, and traveled that way four or five hundred yards.

Then there was a kind of big bend on the hill. He turned these hills and went on top of the ridge. All at once we looked on the bottom and saw the Indian village at the same time. We could see only children and dogs and ponies around the village. No Indians at all. General Custer appeared to be glad to see the village in that shape and supposed the Indians were asleep in their tepees. [this is the famous “we’ve caught them napping” scene].

Q) As you went down, you went on the right bank of the river?

A) Yes, sir. On the ridge.

Q) As you were going down, could you see the bottom on the other side of the river?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Could you see the timber?

A) No, sir; because the timber was under the hill. The hill was very high.

Q) Could you see anything of Major Reno’s column as you were going down?

A) No, sir. Not at all.

Q) How near were you to General Custer moving down that time?

A) To the left and rear of him, riding as orderly within about two yards of him.

Q) State, if you know, where the Gray Horse Company was on that march.

A) In the center of the column.

Q) Could you see the river as you went down?

A) Yes, sir. We could see the river when on the top of that ridge. Then we went down a ravine and could not see the river or timber, or anything else.

Q) Did you hear any firing as you went down?

A) No, sir.

Q) How fast did General Custer move?

A) Always at a gallop.

Q) Was everybody galloping?

A) Yes, sir. Some of the horses wanted to go ahead all of the time.

Q) If you can tell the distance, state how far you had gone from the watering place to the place where you could look down and see the village.

A) I judge it was about an hour and a half after we left the watering place till we got to that place [Martin is very confused as to time]. There were hills to go up and down, and we could not go so fast.

Q) Could you see the children in the village?

A) Yes, sir, we could. Children and dogs and ponies scattered around.

Q) What did the children seem to be doing?

A) Playing around - and some standing still.

Q) Did the whole column g on the ridge to look down?

A) No, sir. The whole column passed over it [I think Martin means that the column didn’t go on the ridge for the purpose of looking down. He makes it clear that they went there].

Q) Could you see the river from that place out there?

A) No sir. The river was right at the foot of the bluff. We could see the village.

Q) You could see it at that place?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) What orders, if any, did General Custer give the men there? What was said and done there?

A) After General Custer saw the village with no Indians in it, I suppose he was glad; and he pulled off his hat, and gave a cheer, and said, “Courage boys. We will get them, and as soon as we get through we will go back to our station.”

Q) Tell in what direction you were going.

A) We went more to the right from that ridge and went down to a ravine that went to the river. At the same time General Custer passed that high place on the ridge or a little below it he told his adjutant to send an order back to Captain Benteen.

Q) What orders did you get there?

A) General Custer turned around and called his adjutant and gave him instructions to write a dispatch to Captain Benteen. I don’t know what it was. Then the adjutant called me. I was right at the rear of the general. He said, “Orderly, I want you to take this dispatch to Captain Benteen and go as fast as you can go.” He also told me if I had time and there was no danger in coming back to do so; but if there was danger, or there were any Indians in the way, not to come back, but to remain with my company - my company was with Captain Benteen - and report to him when I came down there [this account differs from all of Martin’s others in how the order came to be written].

Q) Tell what you did then. Where you went and how fast.

A) My horse was kind of tired, but I went through as fast as he could go. The adjutant told me to follow the same trail we came down.

Q) Did he say you would meet anybody?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did you follow the same trail?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Tell what you saw going back.

A) After I started from General Custer to go back, I traveled 5 or 600 yards, perhaps 3/4 of a mile. I got on the same ridge where General Custer saw the village the first time. On going back over that ridge I looked down into the bottom, and I saw Major Reno’s battalion was engaged. I paid no further attention to it, but went forward on my business. Then I went on to the edge of the stream, and about 3 or 400 yards above the creek where we watered our horses I met Captain Benteen.

Q) What did you do?

A) I delivered my dispatch, and told him that Lieutenant Cooke had told me not to go back if there was any danger, and to report to him when my company joined General Custer’s command. Then Captain Benteen took the dispatch, read it, and put it in his pocket, and gave me an order to take to Captain McDougall to bring up the pack train and keep it well up.

Q) Did you say anything to Captain Benteen about what you had seen in the bottom?

A) Captain Benteen asked me where General Custer was. I said I supposed that by that time he had made a charge through the village, and that was all I said.

Q) Did you say anything about Major Reno’s battalion?

A) No, sir.

Q) Why not?

A) He asked no question about it [Martin might be reasonably forgiven for this (to our way of thinking) rather unbelievable oversight. In those days an enlisted man did not speak to an officer unless spoken to and did not venture personal opinions or volunteer unasked for information].

Q) When you left General Custer was he still moving or had he halted?

A) No, sir. He was going ahead. The adjutant stopped to write the dispatch.

Q) Have you any idea how long it took you to get back to Captain Benteen?

A) I judge about 3/4 of an hour or an hour. I can’t judge very well, as I had no watch.

Q) You can’t be certain as to the time?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did you make any halt going back?

A) No, sir. As my horse was going I could look in any direction [he didn’t have to stop to get his bearings].

Q) When you saw Major Reno’s command in the bottom, did you make any halt?

A) No, sir. I went on my business. I was told to hurry.

Q) From that place where you looked down and saw Major Reno’s battalion engaged, can you tell how long it was after that before you got to Captain Benteen?

A) I judge it was 15 or 20 minutes.

Q) It was pretty soon?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Before that you had been traveling all the time from where you left General Custer?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Was it up hill, or down hill, or on a level?

A) When I left General Custer it was up hill till I got up on that high point, then it was level for a while, and then down hill again.

Q) You say Captain Benteen gave you an order to go to Captain McDougall?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did you start right off?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) How far did you go to find Captain McDougall?

A) About 150 yards [the pack train could not possibly have been that close, and McDougall was in the rear of the packs. It is becoming clearer that Martin must be either totally confused or be speaking of another, later, incident].

Q) Captain McDougall was himself in front of his troops?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) How were the packs?

A) They were pretty well together.

Q) What did you say to Captain McDougall?

A) I said Captain Benteen sent his compliments, and wanted him to hurry up the packs, and not to get too far behind, and to keep them well closed up.

Q) Then what did you do?

A) I went back to my company and took my position on the left of it.

Q) Did Captain McDougall close up the packs then?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) When you gave Captain Benteen that order, was he on the march or halted?

A) He was on the march.

Q) After you gave him the order, how fast did he go?

A) After I gave him the order he went a little livelier.

Q) How fast were the packs moving when you went back to Captain McDougal?

A) Some were walking, some running, and some trotting.

Q) After you went back to Captain McDougall, what trail did you then follow?

A) General Custer’s trail.

Q) Tell what took place after that.

A) We kept on General Custer’s trail, and after we got on this ridge where I saw Major Reno fighting in the bottom. About this time we got there, I saw Major Reno’s battalion retreating to the same side of the river we were on.

Q) Did you go with Captain Benteen’s column or with the pack train?

A) I was with my company, with Captain Benteen.

Q) Were you with your company when it joined Major Reno’s command?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) How long did you have to wait till the packs came up?

A) Probably 10 or 15 minutes. I mean the packs made a long string, and in 15 minutes everything was up [this testimony is at odds with all other testimony regarding the time of arrival of the packs].

Q) Did you move down the stream that day?

A) They were waiting for some men who were retreating from the bottom, and for some packs, and after everything was got together we moved ahead again.

Q) Can you tell how long it was after the packs moved up till the command moved down the river?

A) I think about an hour and a half. We waited for some men from the bottom, and then moved out together [Martin has the overall timing just about right, but is in error as to when the packs arrived, unless every other witness on this point lied or was mistaken].

Q) You came up with your company to where Major Reno was on the hill?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) When you got there, what did you do?

A) I did nothing. I was on my horse behind Captain Benteen. I was his orderly.

Q) How long were you there before the command started to move out all together?

A) It was about an hour and a half.

Q) Did you see any troops move down before the whole command moved down?

A) No, sir.

Q) Which company moved down the stream ahead?

A) I don’t remember.

Q) Was any company ordered out ahead of the others?

A) I don’t recollect.

Q) Did you see Captain Weir’s company go that way?

A) It went with the battalion when we went downstream.

Q) Do you mean he moved with the battalion at the same time it did?

A) Yes, sir. At the time we got to the head of the ravine, Captain Weir took his company a little to the right, and then came back again.

Q) When you went down there what did you see about Indians?

A) I was right in front of the column and could see Indians after we got to the head of the first ravine we struck. We halted there, and that was the time Captain Weir wanted to take his company and go down the stream to see General Custer. He went a little to the right and came back again. The Indians were leaving General Custer and coming back to us, firing. The bulk of them came up to the column where we were.

Q) Then what did you do?

A) Then the column turned back, as that was a bad position there. The Indians were on both flanks, and the ravine was very deep, and we could not go through if we went down and I expect nobody wanted to go. We went back, I don’t know how far, and took position.

Q) Did you come near the place where you first saw Major Reno?

A) No, sir. It was a little further down the stream.

Q) Did you see Major Reno on that day?

A) I saw him the time we went back and took position.

Q) Did you see him any more that day?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did you see him the next day?

A) Yes, sir; and I saw him that night, too.

Q) At what time?

A) About 12 o’clock that night. He sent an order to me to have reveille sounded at 2 o’clock the next morning.

Q) Did you sound any call that night?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did you sound reveille the next morning?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Had the Indians commenced firing?

A) Yes, sir. After reveille they commenced firing and kept on after that.

Q) Where was Major Reno at reveille?

A) In the center of the corral. I saw him standing there.

Q) Did you see him again that day, and, if so, what was he doing?

A) He was around the skirmish line, examining the position.

Q) That is all you know about it?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Who were you orderly for the second day?

A) I was the only one that sounded the calls. After the Indians left in the evening, I sounded retreat, recall, and march, as there might be some of our friends in the ravines that we could not see - and if they heard the calls, they might come up.

Q) Were you acting as chief trumpeter?

A) I was trumpeter for General Custer, but I could not go back and join him; and then I was trumpeter for Major Reno’s battalion. I did not know where the other trumpeters were [as a matter of interest, there were a half dozen others available].

Excerpt from the testimony of Captain E.G. Mathey, 7th Cavalry: Questions by the Recorder:

Q) Did you receive any orders from General Custer or Major Reno or Captain Benteen on that march?

A) No, sir, only such as I received from Captain McDougall.

Q) Did any sergeant report to you with orders?

A) No, sir.

***O***

Excerpt from the testimony of Captain T.M. McDougall, 7th Cavalry: Questions by the Recorder:

Q) Did you receive any orders during that march, from the point where you received General Custer’s orders till you reached Major Reno’s command on the hill?

A) No, sir; the only thing was Lieutenant Mathey said the engagement was going on.

Q) You received no notification to hurry up the pack train?

A) No, sir. I think Lieutenant Mathey got that order. He told me about it, and I told him to hurry up. I was very anxious about it.

Excerpt from the testimony of Captain F.W. Benteen, 7th Cavalry: Questions by the Recorder:

Q) After you received the order at the hands of Trumpeter Martin, was the gait of the command increased, and, if not, why not?

A) I don’t think the gait was increased, as we were going as fast as we could without going at a gallop; but I gave the command “trot.” I don’t think it increased the gait at all. Martin has testified that I sent him back to the pack train. I did no such thing. If he went back to the pack train, he went there of his own accord.

Q) May you not at that time have said something about the packs?

A) I did not ask him about the packs or send him to them.

Q) May you not have said something in his hearing by which he may have been honestly mistaken in the matter?

A) I think not.

***O***

Resumption of Martin’s testimony: Questions by Major Reno through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) What time of day was it when you saw the Indian village where you and General Custer looked at it?

A) I judge it was about 12 o’clock.

Q) Can you fix the point on the map where you saw the village? Look at the map and don’t try to do it unless you can.

A) It was on a line leading from Major Reno’s position to the point “7” as I understand the map; because when I came back a little bit beyond our position on the hill I saw Major Reno’s column fighting.

Q) Did you see General Custer after leaving him in sight of the Indian village?

A) No, sir.

Q) Can you point out on the map in what direction General Custer went after he got to the point “7”?

A) General Custer struck to the right, then struck a ravine and went down to the river. We could not go over the bluffs because the bluffs were bad lands.

Q) He could not see as far as to the Indian village then?

A) I don’t know. I was not there myself.

Q) How far did you go till you were sent back?

A) It was about to the head of the ravine.

Q) Where do you fix it? If you can, fix it on the map.

A) (The witness indicated the point by figure “8”).

Q) At what gait was General Custer and his column riding at the time you left them?

A) They were galloping.

Q) When you saw the Indian village, from that point you have spoken of, was there any dust on the plain?

A) No, sir. There was no dust at all. We could see the dogs and children around the tepees.

Q) You think that was about 12 o’clock, and the Indians were asleep?

A) Yes, sir. General Custer said so. He said, “Courage, boys, we have got them. The Indians are asleep in their tepees.”

Q) How far was the point where you left General Custer from the point where you first saw the village?

A) I could not judge.

Q) How far was the point where you left General Custer from the place where Major Reno made his stand?

A) I don’t know. I could not judge. It was a 5 or 600 yards or probably 3/4 of a mile.

Q) How long did you stay with Adjutant Cooke before you turned back to carry the message to Captain Benteen?

A) Not more than 10 minutes.

Q) Where did you see Major Reno fighting?

A) I was up on the ridge and he was in the bottom.

Q) Where was that point from which you first saw Major Reno fighting? Was it further up the stream than where he made the stand, or at the same place?

A) About at the same place.

Q) Was his line deployed in skirmish form?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Then you would come back about three-quarters of a mile from where you left General Custer?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) You found Major Reno with his line deployed?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Then what did you do?

A) I went ahead to Captain Benteen.

Q) Then you were sent back to Captain McDougall?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) When did you next see Major Reno?

A) After the whole battalion came up on the ridge.

Q) Did you see Major Reno afterwards in the timber?

A) No, sir. I think not.

Q) How long after Major Reno got on the hill did you come up? Or did you get to the hill at the same time Major Reno did, or before or after?

A) The men were retreating at the time we came there.

Q) From the time you had seen Major Reno fighting in the timber, how many miles had you traveled [Martin never said that he saw Reno fighting in the timber]?

A) I judge about two miles up the river [it is difficult to say what question Martin thinks he is answering here].

Q) How far did you go to Captain McDougall?

A) I think it’s about 150 yards in rear of the column [since this is the second time Martin has testified to this same point, he must have been talking about an actual occurrence. The difficulty is in figuring out when it happened].

Q) Would that make more than 2 miles?

A) I judge about 2 miles.

Q) How long were you in coming back after you met Captain Benteen to the spot you met Major Reno?

A) I judge it took 3/4 of an hour or an hour to come back.

Q) 3/4 of an hour after you joined Captain Benteen you came back to the place where Major Reno made his fight on the night of the 25th, and found the men retreating up the hill?

A) Yes, sir. That was the time when we got on the ridge and saw the men retreating from the bottom, and then we halted there.

Q) How long did it take you to go from General Custer to Captain Benteen, do you suppose?

A) I can’t tell. I judge I went 5 miles.

Q) How long do you suppose it took you to go that distance?

A) I think it took an hour, or an hour and a quarter, or an hour and a half. I can’t tell, as I had no watch.

Q) If it took you an hour and a half to go from General Custer to Captain Benteen, and an hour to come back from Captain Benteen to where you met Major Reno, then it was two hours and a half from the time you left General Custer till you met Major Reno coming up the hill?

A) I was about an hour and a half going from General Custer to Captain Benteen because it was a long distance. I can’t say whether the whole time was two or three hours [there is obviously a huge difference between two and three hours and it seems obvious to me that Gilbert is trying to make it seem as long a period as possible. The reason is very simple - the longer the elapsed time, the greater the probability that Custer and his command were already dead.].

Q) Might it not be less than two hours and a half from the time you left General Custer till you found Major Reno coming up the hill?

A) I judge it was about an hour after I delivered that dispatch.

Q) Then it took you about an hour and a half to deliver the dispatch?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did it take you any longer to come back with Captain Benteen’s column than it took you to go to him?

A) I can’t tell you.

Q) How can you fix the time you waited for the column to move, and for the pack train to come up?

A) Everybody was there and we were altogether then.

Q) Were you doing anything?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did not time seem to be long to you then?

A) Yes, sir, sometimes.

Q) Does not time seem longer when you are not doing anything than when you are?

A) Sometimes it goes fast, and sometimes it goes slow.

Q) Was there any dust in the village when you passed back to go to Captain Benteen?

A) No, sir.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) That place from which you saw the village and children, dogs and ponies, was it the highest point down the river below where Major Reno made his stand?

A) Yes, sir - the highest hill, the very highest point around there.

Q) When you moved down afterwards, did some of the troops go on that high hill?

A) No, sir.

Q) How far was that high point from the head of the ravine you speak of?

A) About 500 yards.

Q) When you stopped to water your horses, as you speak of, was that after Major Reno had gone ahead?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did you see any trail where General Custer turned off to the right?

A) Yes, sir. It looked like tepee poles had been dragged along there.

Q) Did you follow that trail?

A) Yes, sir. We followed it till we got on the hill, then we turned a little to the right.

Q) After you watered your horses, you pushed ahead with General Custer?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did you go pretty fast?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) When you left General Custer, you could not see the river?

A) No, sir. It was on the other side of the hill. The hill was in front of us.

Q) You went back with that order. Knowing you had no watch, don’t you know you could not tell anything about the time?

A) I could only tell by the sun.

Q) You could only guess at it?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did you go back as fast as you could make your horse go?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did you pass that tepee before you met Captain Benteen?

A) No, sir. It was below the tepee I met him.

Q) Did you ever see the place Major Reno crossed over there?

A) No, sir.

Q) Were you within sight of the tepee when you met Captain Benteen?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did you cross Major Reno’s trail?

A) No, sir. He was sent to the left.

Q) Would you have noticed it if you had?

A) I don’t know. I might have crossed it and not seen it.

Questions by Major Reno through his counsel, Gilbert:

Q) Did you go to the top of that high point?

A) No, sir. Nobody but the Indian Scouts.

Q) Did not you and General Custer go to the top of it?

A) No, sir.

Q) Who was with General Custer at that time on the hill?

A) His brothers and his nephew.

Q) Were those all around him at the time?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Every once in a while he would send a message to the companies?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) You could not see the timber from that point?

A) I was not on that point.

Q) From the side where you were, you could not see it?

A) No, sir.





[CN] 3.71
 [CT] CAPTAIN E. G. MATHEY: TESTIMONY AT THE RENO COURT OF INQUIRY, 1879

Edward (Edouard) G. Mathey, then a first lieutenant, was the commanding officer of the pack train, having assumed that duty for the march up the Rosebud. He was an experienced officer. As commander of the train, he would have been when necessary, under the orders of Captain McDougall who commanded the rear guard, Company B.

The pack train was manned by the civilian packers plus an enlisted detachment from each of the combat companies, with a few extra men detailed for the HQ packs and to tend the remuda of spare horses [see Appendix 5.17]. Mathey’s evidence is mostly to the march of the train although he was recalled later in the proceedings to comment upon hearsay as to Reno’s cowardice.

Mathey’s testimony is reproduced here in full, with a minimum of editing as to grammar, and with a few notes added where deemed necessary. After being sworn, Mathey testified as follows:

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) State your name, rank, regiment, and where serving.

A) E. G. Mathey, Captain, 7th Cavalry, serving at Fort Totten, Dakota Territory.

Q) State on what duty you were, on the 25th and 26th of June 1876, where, with what command and under what commanding officer or officers, if more than one.

A) I was in charge of the pack train from the 22nd to the 28th of June, under the command of General Custer, and afterwards of Major Reno.

Q) State, if you know, where the pack train was on the morning of the 25th of June 1876. How far was it from the main column when Captain Benteen’s column diverged to the left of General Custer’s column, if you know?

A) Early in the morning we were in some timber where we stopped just before daylight. We marched some distance, I judge about two hours, and then a long halt was made. During that long halt I went to sleep. Somebody woke me up and said officers’ call had sounded and I went to see what were the orders. The officers were coming away. General Custer had given them their orders, I supposed, and I had no further orders to ask and I went back to the pack train. Everything got ready to move and I followed the command. After we had gone I suppose two miles, Captain Benteen turned to the left with his column.

Q) Was that near the divide?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State what order, if any, you had received in regard to the pack train and from whom.

A) I received orders from General Custer. I reported to him every evening and received orders from him what to do. That morning Lieutenant Cooke came back, and brought me an order to keep the mules off the trail, they made so much dust. I sent a man to see about doing it, and while he was gone was when Lieutenant Cooke came and asked me if I had received the order. I said, “yes:’ and I was about doing it.

When the man came back from giving the order I asked Lieutenant Cooke how that was. He said that was better, they were not kicking up so much dust. That was the last order I ever got from that source.

Q) Of how many animals did the pack train consist, and how many men with it, including the escort?

A) About 160 mules, and I was supposed to have an average of five men from each company. I suppose in number I had about 70 men [see Appendix 5.17].

Q) In addition to that, how many citizen packers did you have?

A) I forget exactly. I judge there were four or five.

Q) Did you have a chief packer or head packer?

A) Yes, sir, I had a man acting in that capacity. I forget his name.

Q) Go on and describe the movements of the pack train, from the time Captain Benteen diverged to the left, up to the time you joined Major Reno’s command on the hill, if you joined it, and state all the orders you received, and all the halts and all the circumstances.

A) We followed the main trail. Captain McDougall was urging me to get the packs along as fast as possible. I did so, but we had to repack a great deal. When a mule became unpacked I would leave two men to pack him and go ahead with the train and leave them to bring up that mule. We pushed along with a good deal of trouble, as our command had not had too much to do with that [pack mules] before.

After I had gone, I suppose a little over an hour, and I had a horse that was very warm, and I changed him for another one, and went to the head of the train to see how it was getting along. In a short time I came to where a mule had been in the morass. Something was said about the mule being there. I don’t recollect what I said, something about coming up as soon as possible, and rode ahead. The packs were very much scattered from the front to the rear of it.

Q) How many mules were reported stuck in the mud there?

A) Three or four.

Q) Did you come in sight of Captain Benteen’s column at that place?

A) I did not see it.

Q) Was there any delay at that watering place, or did the general movement keep on?

A) I don’t know that it was delayed any, it was not reported that it was. It seemed to move right along.

Q) In repacking, did you delay the general movement?

A) No, sir.

Q) Do you know what time of day it was when Captain Benteen diverged to the left with his column?

A) I judge it was near twelve o’clock.

Q) About how far was it from there, till you came to the morass you speak of?

A) It was four or five miles, I think.

Q) Whose trail were you then following?

A) I suppose it was General Custer’s and Major Reno’s together.

Q) What other object did you pass after passing the morass?

A) After passing the morass, I judge about three miles, we came to a tepee. Someone said something about a dead Indian inside of it, but I did not look inside.

Q) Who did you see near the tepee and what orders, if any, were received?

A) After passing the tepee, probably two or three miles, I don’t remember the distance, I saw somebody coming back. One, I remember, was a half-breed, and I asked him if General Custer was whipping them, and he said there were too many for him. I saw a great deal of smoke. When I first knew they were fighting, I stopped the head of the pack train, and sent word to Captain McDougall that they had been fighting, and I would wait for him to bring up the rear. When it came up we went ahead.

Q) How long was that halt?

A) Probably 10 or 15 minutes, it was not long.

Q) Did you receive orders from General Custer or Major Reno or Captain Benteen on that march?

A) No, sir, only such as I received from Captain McDougall.

Q) Did any sergeant report to you with orders?

A) No, sir.

Q) From that point where you made the halt, how far were you from Major Reno’s position on the hill, if you know?

A) Where I made the halt, it was probably two or three miles.

Q) What did you see in the direction of where the village was supposed to be?

A) I saw smoke and I thought I saw men on the hill. They turned out to be the command of Major Reno.

Q) Did you meet any officer there with orders?

A) After we started I saw Lieutenant Hare, who said he wanted the ammunition, and I detached two mules from the train and ordered them to go with Lieutenant Hare.

Q) How much ammunition did a mule carry?

A) Two boxes each, with a thousand rounds in each box.

Q) Did you see that ammunition taken out of the boxes? 
A) Not that I remember.

Q) State what was done then about the pack train.

A) We moved on till we got to Major Reno. It was at a pretty fast walk.

Q) After starting the ammunition pack mules with Lieutenant Hare, how long was it till you arrived with the pack train? What time of day was it?

A) Something less than a half hour, probably 20 minutes. I think it was about 3 o’clock when we reached Major Reno’s command.

Q) How do you fix that as the time?

A) I judge we started about 11 or 12 from where the long halt was made. We then marched 6 or 7 miles to the morass, and about 3 miles from there to the tepee and from the tepee to where Major Reno was about 4 or 5 miles, and I think it would be about that time that we got there.

Q) What hostile Indians did you see on your arrival, and how did you acquaint yourself with it, and where did you see them?

A) I saw a few scattered Indians on the bottom, not in any numbers at all.

Q) Was there firing around Major Reno’s position?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did you observe at that time any movement of Indians at a distance?

A) Someone gave me a glass and I saw off at a distance of 3 miles or more, and could see Indians circling around but no soldiers.

Q) Where was that?

A) Downstream, about where the village was.

Q) Could you tell on which bank it was?

A) On the left bank.

Q) Did you see Major Reno on your arrival on the hill?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) When?

A) Soon after my arrival.

Q) What was he doing, and what orders was he giving?

A) He was standing there and giving some orders to Captain French about going to bury Lieutenant Hodgson and some men at the foot of the hill. I remember Captain French rather seemed to want more men to go with him, and Major Reno told him to go on and he went on. Shortly after that, he gave an order for Captain French to come back [Mathey has mistaken French for Varnum, or else Reno was totally obsessed with Hodgson’s body]. I heard Major Reno say we must try and find General Custer. I don’t remember his words, but something about going in the direction where General Custer was.

Q) How long after Captain French was ordered down the hill till he was ordered back again?

A) Only a few minutes.

Q) What did you do with the pack train?

A) We got no orders there till the command started to move down the river, then the pack train followed. I observed the movements of the troops and followed them.

Q) How long after your arrival on the hill before the command moved down?

A) I think about half an hour.

Q) Do you know what they were waiting for?

A) I don’t know exactly. I remember Captain Moylan said it would be difficult to go along with his wounded men. We made the movement very slowly.

Q) How many wounded men did he have?

A) I don’t remember. I remember a sergeant they were carrying. I don’t remember what others.

Q) Do you know who ordered the movement down the stream?

A) No, sir.

Q) Who ordered you to move out with the pack train?

A) I don’t remember receiving any orders. I just followed the command.

Q) Describe the movement down the stream, as far as it came within your knowledge.

A) There was one company in front which I heard was Captain Weir’s. When we got near the top of the high hill there seemed to be some halt made. Finally I saw the troops turning back, and of course I turned back with the pack train. I judge we had gone over a mile with the pack train, I don’t know exactly.

Q) Do you know anything about the movement of Captain Weir’s company down the stream?

A) Nothing, only what I heard.

Q) Was he there when you first got on the hill?

A) I was under the impression he was, but I don’t remember distinctly.

Q) Do you know he was down in the advanced position?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State where you went after you turned back with the pack train. What was done with it?

A) When we got on top of the hill it seemed to be a good position, and they halted as I was about to corral the mules and to tie them, when I received orders from Captain Benteen to put the men on the line, and I gave the order for the men to go on the line and let the mules go. I went out to see the line, and one man was wounded and brought back about to that place, and boxes were put around to afford protection, and after that the other wounded were brought to that place.

Q) What men were ordered to the line, the men of the different companies?

A) The men of the different companies. I heard Captain Benteen say, “Put all the men out on the line.” The firing became heavy as soon as we halted.

Q) Go on and state anything about that matter that you recollect.

A) The firing kept on and we remained there. Sometime after dark Major Reno gave me an order to put boxes out to cover the front. There was quite a depression and the firing was heavy from that direction. With help, I put all the boxes in the place where I was directed. Captain Moylan’s company was in that position.

Q) Did you order all of the men with the pack train out on the line?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) What facilities had you for taking care of the mules?

A) Not much - only the men that I could pick up among the mules.

Q) Did you have any citizen packers?

A) Yes, sir. One or two of them helped me unpack the mules.

Q) What were the duties of the citizen packers?

A) To help pack and repack, and they did so. I had no special instructions about them. I supposed they were there to instruct the men how to pack and to assist. I think they did a great deal of packing around headquarters.

Q) Were the citizen packers armed? Is so, with what?

A) Some came to me for carbines and I told them to pick them up if any of the wounded men had left them, or anywhere they could find them.

Q) Did you have any trouble with the packers?

A) No, sir.

Q) What was their general conduct?

A) I had no trouble, and there were no complaints made in the command that I remember.

Q) Who selected the place to put the wounded men in, that you speak of?

A) I don’t remember that anyone did. I put the boxes there myself with Dr. Porter. I don’t know whether Dr. Porter or myself made the suggestion. I know the first man was brought there and then the others were brought there.

Q) When did the firing cease on the afternoon of the 25th?

A) Not till about dark, as near as I remember.

Q) Did you see Major Reno immediately after the cessation of the firing or before that?

A) After we came back from that position I don’t remember seeing Major Reno till after dark when I received those orders from him.

Q) Did he give that order in person or by his adjutant?

A) In person.

Q) What was done that night about the pack train, and by whose order?

A) Nothing more that night. The next morning I got what lariats and ropes I could find and fixed some kind of a picket line, tying it to the dead mules and horses to tie the living mules and horses to. Lieutenant Edgerly tied some of his horses to it. There was not quite room enough to tie all the horses and mules of the command, but some were tied, and then the firing commenced early.

Q) What time?

A) Soon after daylight. There were but a few shots fired while I was fixing the line. It took me probably half an hour to fix the line at that time.

Q) By whose orders did you do that?

A) I had no orders to do it.

Q) Did you see Major Reno that night after he gave you that order?

A) No, sir, I know about where he was lying.

Q) Where was that?

A) Near the pack train, rather southwest of it.

Q) How far from the line when the troops were engaged?

A) I think 30 or 40 yards from the line, right where the pack mules were.

Q) How often did you see him there that night?

A) I don’t remember seeing him, only when he gave the order. Probably I passed near him.

Q) Was he lying down when he gave the order?

A) I think he was standing up when he gave the order.

Q) State when you next saw Major Reno, what was he doing and what orders did he give?

A) On the morning of the 26th I saw him by where Captain Moylan’s company was, in front of the pack train. I judge that was about 10 o’clock. He was apparently walking around the line.

Q) Was there a general engagement going on?

A) Yes, sir - the firing was pretty heavy then.

Q) Was it about as heavy as it had been before?

A) Yes, sir - about the same.

Q) When did the fire from the Indians slacken?

A) Sometime in the afternoon, about 3 or 4 o’clock.

Q) I don’t mean ceasing but slackening.

A) That is what I mean. Probably about three, it kind of slackened up. I heard some few shots after that.

Q) What time did the fire entirely cease?

A) It was probably 5 or 6 o’clock, as far as I remember.

Q) Can you state that from the time you arrived on the hill on the afternoon of the 25th, till the evening of the 26th, how often you saw Major Reno?

A) About 3 or 4 times.

Q) After the close of the engagement, what orders did you receive from Major Reno?

A) I received orders to move everything down to another position, down towards the creek. That would be in a south or southwest direction.

Q) After the close of the engagement how often did you see Major Reno till the close of that day?

A) I saw him frequently.

Q) You arrived on the hill with the advance of the pack train?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) You don’t mean with the ammunition packs?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did Captain McDougall arrive soon after?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) How soon after?

A) I don’t remember. I paid no attention. He must have come very soon after. It was a little while after I met Lieutenant Hare that we moved on, after I made that halt.

Q) In regard to taking the packs off that night, were they put by the companies?

A) They were not put by companies, they were put in a depression. Some of the packers and men of the companies took some of the boxes, and put them in front of the companies, and I used some for the hospital.

Q) How were rations distributed to the command that night?

A) I don’t know that any distributions were made that night. I don’t think anybody ate much that night. We had no orders.

Q) Was there any regular distribution or did the men help themselves?

A) I heard talk about men stealing rations. I suppose they helped themselves. I saw nobody issuing any.

Q) Had the packers stolen all the rations?

A) No, sir. They may have taken some.

Q) Did you hear any special complaint about things being taken?

A) Not any more by the packers than by the soldiers. If they were hungry they helped themselves. There was nobody to prevent them.

Q) You would not consider it your duty if you had seen men eating a piece of hardtack to take it from them and drive them away?

A) No, sir. As the packs got mixed up it was hard to tell what companies they belonged to. Before that each company had their own packs. It would be difficult for the men to find out what belonged to their company.

Q) State, without reservation, your opinion of the conduct of Major Reno on the 25th and 26th of June 1876, in respect to coolness, efficiency and courage, as far as it came under your observation, and state all the facts on which your opinion is based.

A) When Major Reno first came up he was, as any man would naturally be under the circumstances, somewhat excited. I suppose it was not long since he had come out of the fight, and that would be the natural condition for a man to be in. I did not see much of his conduct, only as I have described where he gave me orders. I did not think to question his courage. I saw no action on his part to indicate want of courage or indicating cowardice.

Q) Did he seem to be exercising the powers and duties of commanding officer in a place like that? Was he around stirring up things generally?

A) As I stated, I only saw him three or four times. I stated what he said to me and where I saw him.

Q) You received orders from someone else besides Major Reno?

A) Yes, sir, I received orders from Captain Benteen. He was the next officer to Major Reno and I supposed he was acting under orders from Major Reno.

Q) Had you in any way been put under Captain Benteen’s orders?

A) Not by orders.

Q) That was a mere inference of yours?

A) Yes, sir, I obeyed his orders as he was second-in-command.

Q) State whether any effort was made on the night of the 25th, after the cessation of the firing on that day, or on the 26th, to ascertain what had become of General Custer’s command - if so, what was done and by whose orders, if you know?

A) I don’t remember anything being done. I remember on the night of the 25th I understood that Major Reno was trying to get someone to go out.

Q) How did you get that understanding?

A) I don’t know. It seems to me that something was said about it. I heard from someone, I can’t say from whom, that they could not get the scouts to go.

Q) Were there any other scouts there but Indians?

A) Herendeen was there. I don’t know whether any others except Indian scouts.

Q) What impression, if you know, prevailed in the command on the night of the 25th as to what had become of General Custer and his command?

A) I don’t know that I heard any expression. My impression was that General Custer was surrounded as we were and had wounded men and would not abandon them. That probably he was in the same fix we were.

Q) Was there any impression that he had gone to join General Terry?

A) I don’t recollect hearing any expression of that kind. It was not my impression. I thought if General Custer could get away with his wounded he would certainly break for his own command. I don’t know what others thought.

Q) You were with the pack train. State, if you know, if there was any whiskey in the command.

A) I heard nothing said about any.

Q) Did you see any?

A) On the 26th, I saw Major Reno had a bottle with a little in it. Someone spoke of being thirsty, and he said he had some whiskey to wet his mouth with and to keep from getting dry, to quench his thirst. It was a flask, I don’t know whether a quart or a pint. There was very little left in it then.

Q) When was that?

A) On the morning of the 26th.

 Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) Did you ever see any indications of drunkenness on the part of Major Reno during those days?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did you ever hear any intimation that he had been drunk?

A) Not until last spring.

Q) Did you ever hear any officer charge Major Reno with having been under the influence of liquor during those engagements?

A) No, sir.

Q) No evidence ever came to your knowledge of his having been under the influence of liquor?

A) No, sir.

Q) He was giving away that whiskey he had?

A) I don’t remember his giving any of it away.

Q) At the time you saw him, did he look as if he had been drinking?

A) No, sir. I saw nothing wrong about his having it.

Q) Is it not common on long expeditions, and is it not proper for officers to carry a small amount of liquor with them?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Fully as proper as for traveling on railroads?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) You had been gone how long from where you could obtain supplies?

A) I suppose some supplies could have been got on the Rosebud. Perhaps Powder River was the last place. We left the steamboat on the 22nd.

Q) It was the 26th you saw that flask?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) It was not larger than a quart?

A) No, sir.

Q) And there was a little in it on that morning?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) If he drank all that liquor during that time it would not be a large quantity for a man undergoing fatigue?

A) No, sir - it would not be much.

Q) Lieutenant Hare came to you with orders to hurry up the packs?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did he say who gave the order?

A) No, sir.

Q) Don’t you know he was sent back by Major Reno?

A) No, sir. I supposed he was, but I did not question him.

Q) How far away from the hilltop did Lieutenant Hare find you?

A) I judge it was about 2 miles.

Q) Then, from not only what knowledge you had then but what you have since acquired, do you think Lieutenant Hare was sent back to communicate with you as soon as Major Reno reached the hill?

A) I don’t know. I never spoke about it. I would suppose that was the time he was sent, if I was supposing.

Q) You speak of evidence of excitement - do you distinguish that from fear?

A) Yes, sir. A man may be excited but not afraid. A brave man may be excited.

Q) You were able to discharge all the duties that were left for you to attend to?

A) I think so.

Q) Don’t you think every officer was equally able to discharge the duties left for him to attend to?

A) I should think so.

Q) As far as you know, did they not have the confidence of Major Reno?

A) They did not express themselves.

Q) You don’t know they did not have?

A) No, sir. Captain Nowlan on the 27th asked me about Major Reno’s conduct. Someone seemed to have said something about it. I declined saying anything to him, though he seemed to have information from someone.

Q) Have you anything to say about his conduct now?

A) No, sir. The most they seemed to question was his conduct in the charge, and I know nothing about that.

Q) Was Captain Nowlan in the charge?

A) No, sir. He was not with the command. He seemed to have heard something, but I don’t know from whom.

Q) Do you pretend, in the story you have just given, to detail all that Major Reno did and said?

A) No, sir. I saw but little of him.

Q) With reference to Captain French, had not the company under his command moved out in the direction of General Custer’s battlefield before the entire pack train came up?

A) I don’t know. I suppose most of his company were there when I came up.

Q) When the rear of the pack train came up, had not Captain Weir gone down the river?

A) That I can’t say. When the pack train moved off, I know Captain Weir was in front.

Q) Was there any belief in the command that night that General Custer needed assistance any more badly than Major Reno’s command did itself?

A) I don’t know what the supposition was. We had so many wounded I don’t think we could have moved away with safety.

Q) Was there a belief on the part of anybody that General Custer and his command had been destroyed?

A) Nobody seemed to think he had been destroyed.

Q) How far down the river on the afternoon of the 25th did the command move?

A) I judge it a little over a mile. It was a short distance.

Q) Was there any evidence seen of General Custer and his command?

A) I saw none.

Q) In fact, had not an effort been made to communicate with General Custer that afternoon - been made and it failed?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did not the command that night, by reason of the position it was in, and their unprepared state for an attack by a number of Indians about them, have as much to do as it was able to?

A) We had a great deal to do - about as much as we could attend to.

Q) Were not the entire efforts of the command directed to the protection of themselves against what should happen the next morning?

A) I did not see the work that night. I was around putting up boxes, and was so tired that I went to sleep standing up. I went to where Captain Moylan was and laid down near him and went to sleep and did not see anything more till morning.

Q) Were you not asleep on the night of the 25th through exhaustion?

A) I think I was pretty well worn out when I went to sleep standing up.

Q) Major Reno might have been doing many things that night and the next morning without your knowledge?

A) I was up early the next morning.

Q) You speak of his walking around on the afternoon of the 26th, were not all the officers moving around?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Was there much walking back and forth while the saucer-like enclosure was being raked by the Indian fire?

A) Not very much.

Q) Did not every officer of the command understand his duty?

A) I think so.

Q) It consisted of defense and excluding the Indians from that enclosure?

A) I think they would do as well as they could in their position. There was no particular use in exposing them.

Q) From all you saw and all that came within your knowledge, have you any charge of cowardice to make against Major Reno?

A) No, sir.

Q) You speak about an officers’ call on the morning of the 25th. State if that was a bugle call or not.

A) I was asleep when someone told me officers’ call had sounded. I think I went to sleep again and someone wakened me the second time, and I went up and the officers were all gone to get their orders.

Q) Can you state whether there was a bugle sounded that morning?

A) I can’t say. Someone said officers’ call had sounded.

Q) You don’t know whether it was a bugle or not?

A) No, sir.

Q) Do you know whether or not Dr. Porter had orders to prepare the hospital from Major Reno?

A) I don’t know. I did not hear him say.

Q) You can’t say he did not?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did you hear a rumor among the command that Lieutenant Calhoun had been wounded?

A) No, sir.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) You say it is customary for officers to take liquor out on the expeditions?

A) I don’t know that it is the custom. I have done it.

Q) If he does take a bottle and it is emptied, is it not the custom to refill it?

A) Yes, if he has anything to refill it with.

Q) Was it any part of the duty of a captain of one company to command men of other companies and give orders to other captains, he not being in command himself?

A) I should think not, unless he was ordered to, or something very important took place and he took the responsibility of giving orders.

Q) Would it not be confined to cases where there was urgent necessity?

A) I think so.

Q) What movement down the stream did you see?

A) I was in the rear and could not see what was going on.

Q) Do I understand that there was no necessity for a commanding officer there to give directions as at any other place?

A) After they were once posted and in line, it was very easy to know what to do.

Q) Were there not some reasons for a commanding officer?

A) He might see some necessity for a movement.

Q) Was there a trumpet call in the command on the morning of the 26th?

A) There was a trumpet call sounded on the hill but I forget the time.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) By whom?

A) I suppose it was by Major Reno’s order.

Q) Do you know the trumpeter?

A) No, sir.

Q) Don’t you know from what company?

A) No, sir.

Q) Captain Benteen was the senior captain?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) The next officer in rank to Major Reno?

A) Yes, sir.

Mathey was later recalled by Gilbert, and testified as follows:

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) Yesterday I asked you whether you ever heard any intimation on the part of anybody, before you came to Chicago, that Major Reno had been using liquor while on the hill.

A) Yes, sir.

Q) You stated that you heard one intimation?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) When was that?

A) It was in the spring of 1878, while camped at Fort Lincoln.

Q) From whom did the information come?

A) Girard spoke to me about it.

Q) Was that Girard, the Indian interpreter?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did you hear any bugle calls on the hill the night of the 25th?

A) I don’t think there was on the night of the 25th. I think it was the night of the 26th.

Q) Do you remember whether you heard any on the 25th?

A) No, I don’t think I heard any on the 25th. I had thought it was on the 25th, but after studying the matter over, I am almost positive it was on the night of the 26th.

Q) By whom were the calls sounded?

A) I don’t remember what trumpeter. He sounded several calls.

Q) Do you know whether it was trumpeter Martin or not?

A) No, sir.

Q) By whose order was it done?

A) I suppose by Major Reno’s.

Q) You remember there were bugle calls?

A) Yes, sir.

And still later, Mathey was again recalled, this time by the Recorder.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) Please state what opinions have been expressed to you by any officer or officers who were with the command of Major Reno on the 25th and 26th of June 1876, in regard to the conduct of that officer as commander of troops, while engaged in the timber on the left bank of the river. Give as nearly as you can the exact words and when and where spoken.

A) Since the time of the Battle of the Little Big Horn, I have heard officers talk about the battle; some seemed to think it would have been better to have remained down below and officers have expressed their opinions in different ways. I don’t remember exactly what all of them said or who were present. Sometimes there were two or three, I don’t remember the time, but on one occasion I heard an officer express an opinion that made such an impression on my mind that I have remembered it ever since, and I remember who the officer is that said it. He said, “If we had not been commanded by a coward we would have been killed.” Those are his words as near as I can remember. I don’t know that I have to state who the person was - he was an officer of the army. I have heard officers in talking about the matter say they thought Major Reno lost his head or words to that effect. I can’t remember who the officers were who said that, I only remember this particular one.

Q) When and where was that?

A) That was last summer, while in camp near Bear Butte that this particular thing was said.

Q) Was he an officer who participated in the battle?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State his name.

A) Lieutenant DeRudio.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) When did he express that opinion?

A) Sometime last summer, the summer of 1878.

Q) He was not under oath?

A) No, sir.

Q) It was not a sworn statement?

A) No, sir. The officers were talking.

Q) Have you heard him say anything else in regard to Major Reno?

A) I don’t remember any particular words that made such an impression on my mind, that I remembered it.

Q) Have you not heard him say since that he saw no evidence of cowardice on the part of Major Reno at that time?

A) I don’t remember.

Q) Has Lieutenant DeRudio always agreed in his statements about the conduct of Major Reno in the timber?

A) He always stated about the same thing to me.

Q) Has he always agreed in regard to his own conduct about there?

A) I don’t know about that.

Q) Have you heard him vary in his statements as to how he got left in the timber?

A) I have heard him say that he dismounted to get the guidon, and his horse got away from him. I never heard him say any different.

Q) Have you not heard him say that he got the guidon on foot and at other times he got it while mounted?

A) No, sir.

Q) Has there not been a question among officers as to the manner Lieutenant DeRudio behaved himself in that timber?

A) I don’t know that there has been much.

Q) Has there been any question?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Has there not been a question in regard to his bravery?

A) I have not heard much of it. I have heard officers probably say they doubted how he was left there. It was a question in their minds. I don’t remember who the officers were that were talking it over. There were not many.

Q) Was there not a very considerable difference in belief as to the manner he was left there on the part of officers of the 7th Cavalry?

A) I don’t know that I ever heard many express that.

Q) Have you not heard some disbelieve him?

A) I have heard some question it. They had doubts about his story.

Q) With regard to the conduct of a battle - is it not always the subject of conversation and criticism among the officers who participated in it?

A) Yes, sir - a battle is always talked over.

Q) Is there not frequently a wide diversity of opinion on the part of those who participated in it, in regard to the wisdom and prudence and management on the part of the commanding officer?

A) As a general thing it is a matter more or less discussed, each one giving his opinion.

Q) Don’t those opinions differ?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Military criticism is wide is it not?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Take an engagement of one hour’s duration in 1876 and a criticism occurred in 1878, would not that be, according to your mind, wisdom after the fact?

A) It was wisdom after the fact, of course.

Q) Have you not heard Lieutenant DeRudio give several descriptions of his behavior in that battle?

A) I have generally heard him give about the same when I have heard him as to how he got out of there.

Q) I mean in regard to the manner in which he was left there, and the way he recovered the guidon?

A) I have always heard him tell it about the same.

Q) Did he bring the guidon out of the bottom with him?

A) I don’t know.

Q) Don’t you know he did not?

A) I don’t know positively. I did not see it.

Q) Did he exhibit it?

A) I don’t know that he ever did.

Q) Would he not have done so, if he had brought it out?

A) I suppose he would - I don’t know.

The witness then retired.

[CN] 3.72
 [CT] EDWARD G. MATHEY: INTERVIEW WITH WALTER CAMP, JANUARY 19, 1910

Walter Camp Collection, Brigham Young University

Hare met him on a little knoll where Mathey had stopped waiting for packs and McDougall, to get where he thought would be a good place to make a stand if attacked. (This knoll, he thinks, was on the north side of the north branch of Sundance Creek because he recalls the packs coming off some of the mules in crossing the dry ravine.) He asked Hare how Custer was getting along and Hare said “They are giving us hell.” Said Hodgson and McIntosh killed, Reno whipped, and many men killed in the valley, and wanted to hurry up ammunition.

When Mathey got up the bluffs, Reno was much excited and ordered French to take a detail and go down and bring up Hodgson’s body. When French was halfway down, Reno ordered him back and said must go and find Custer. He then held up a bottle of whiskey and showed it to Mathey and said: “Look here, I got half a bottle yet.” Mathey was then under the impression that Reno was under the influence, but does not wish to be quoted. Says also that Reno was much excited.

After Terry came up, went into camp in bottom and Mathey was there with pack train while burying the dead. Reno formed remnant of C, E, I, F, and L into a company and put it under Mathey. Mathey having been relieved of the pack train by Nowlan, who had come up with Terry as one of his staff. The first day, DeRudio who did not like to serve under Moylan, was appointed as assistant to Mathey. Mathey had Old I before Keogh did.

On the night of June 24 they camped, and about 11 p.m. Custer started again and proceeded along in darkness. Finally Lieut. Mathey rode up to him and said that he was much concerned about the pack train. The mules were tired and were strung out on the trail a long way back in the darkness, and he was afraid that unless a halt was made to give him a chance to get them up, many of them might be lost. Custer said all right, do the best he could, and he would not go much farther. Accordingly, Custer halted the command just before daylight.

Henry J. Nowlan went on the boat with Gen. Terry and did not get to battlefield until June 27. Mathey says that on Reno Hill on June 25 the Indians were already firing before he got the pack train corralled.

[CN] 3.73
 [CT] LIEUTENANT EDWARD J. MCCLERNAND: NARRATIVE

In addition to his official Journal [refer to Appendix 4.5] Lt. Edward J. McClernand, the Engineer Officer for Gibbon’s command, wrote a personal narrative which deals more than superficially with the fights on the Little Horn. Although McClernand’s narrative covers the years 1870-1878, the greater portion is devoted to 1876 (about 70%), and his remarks on the Custer battle take up the majority of that space.

McClernand makes some perfectly valid points about the personalities of the participants and offers a number of extremely interesting sidelights, for example, his comments about the making of the first map of the battlefield. It must be remembered that the Lieutenant was a young man, only six years past graduation from West Point, so that he might naturally tend to side with the cavalryman who took aggressive action regardless of the circumstances, but he had also spent those six years on frontier duty - consequently he was not entirely unrealistic in his appraisals or expectations.

McClernand makes a few common errors, but all-in-all his account is highly accurate, although definitely opinionated. One must always discriminate however, between those opinions based on facts and those based on hearsay or pre-established bias. McClernand’s opinions are good examples of the former.

The excerpts which are offered here have been edited in only a very minor way and no important or controversial information or opinions have been omitted. I have purposely used only those portions of the narrative dealing directly with the fights on the Little Horn, with the exception of a short passage which refers to the period immediately after Terry and Crook had joined forces. No commentary is necessary, although I have added a couple of explanatory notes.

I do not know exactly when McClernand wrote his narrative, although it was undoubtedly late in life (he died in 1926), and certainly very many years after his Journal of Marches (1877). He would have had the benefit of his original notes and of his Journal, as well as access to any official documents he might have wanted to peruse. He was, after all, a retired Brigadier General and the holder of a Medal of Honor. There is also evidence in the form of a notation on the original manuscript that Edward Godfrey had read over McClernand’s account before it saw the light of day.

I will begin the excerpts just prior to the departure of Custer’s column on 22 June 1876, so as to include McClernand’s comments on what he thought would happen and what he thought had been planned.

…It had been learned the Indian trail led from the Rosebud toward the Little Big Horn. General Custer was ordered to follow the trail, with certain instructions added, while General Gibbon was to march back along the north bank of the Yellowstone and cross that river on the “Far West,” a few miles below the mouth of the Big Horn. General Gibbon told me that just as the conference broke up he said in substance to General Custer, “Now, Custer, do not be selfish, give us a chance to get into the fight.” General Custer laughed but made no reply. Each command made immediate preparations for the march. My understanding, as a staff officer to General Gibbon, was that after crossing the Yellowstone he (Gibbon) was to push for the Little Big Horn, near its mouth, so as to get below the Indians, if they were on that stream, while General Custer struck them from above.

Before breaking camp Gibbon loaned Custer several scouts, including George Herendeen, already mentioned, several Crow Indians and Mitch Bouyer, a half breed…He had an extensive knowledge of the habits of the Northern Indians, and had been valuable to us. He said on many occasions in 1876, and previously, that if we ever attacked a large Sioux village we would do well to prepare for a big fight.

The “Montana Column” had the longer route assigned to it and a big and high river to cross, and few, if any, in it thought General Custer would wait for us, or indeed, for any one not under his command. A battery…of Gatling guns, under Lieutenant Low of the 20th Infantry, an excellent officer, was transferred at Custer’s request from his force to Gibbon’s because he feared it would delay him. He could have taken the guns as easily as Gibbon, for the latter crossed a more difficult country, and their presence might have been of incalculable value in the catastrophe that followed.

The “Far West” arrived at 6:00 a.m. on June 24th. General Terry was aboard and announced his intention of accompanying our column. Gibbon detached one company to guard his trains near Fort Pease and crossed the Yellowstone with the balance of his command, on the 24th. At 5:30 p.m., we made camp on Tullock’s Fork, near its mouth, about four miles from Pease. General Gibbon, due to temporary illness remained on the “Far West,” which was ordered to proceed up the Big Horn, if possible, and meet us at the mouth of the Little Big Horn. Pack transportation only was taken.

Starting at 5:45 a.m., on the 25th, Terry, with the “Montana Column” moved up Tullock’s Fork. The General used me as a staff officer and as I had recently passed over the ground directed me to select the trail.

It was my intention to follow along the little stream to a point three or four miles short of where Captain Ball struck it on April 29th, during his scout … then turn to the right and cross the divide between Tullock’s Fork and the Little Big Horn River so as to reach the latter stream about five miles above its junction with the Big Horn. Along that route the distance from our camp of the night of the 24th-25th, to the Little Big Horn would have been about 47 or 48 miles, and to the top of the divide between it and Tullock’s Fork considerably less; probably about forty miles, or less. I am dwelling somewhat upon details here in view of the tragedy we are now approaching. With fair marching we would have reached the summit of the said divide by at least 10 o’clock on the morning of the 26th; the cavalry, probably, would have been there by 8 o’clock. From the summit we would have commanded an excellent view for 12 or 15 miles up the valley of the Little Big Horn, and with our glasses would have been able, I think, to pick up sections of the Indian village, about 10 miles away, attacked the day before by the 7th Cavalry. We would have been too late to save Custer, but probably the sight of our near approach would have caused the enemy to cease the attack on Reno some hours earlier than he did.

The trail we were following along Tullock’s Fork crossed that small stream frequently, but was nevertheless quite a good one, although the battery of Gatling guns found some trouble now and then at the crossings; nothing that caused serious difficulty, or delay. However, after passing up the creek for 3.3 miles General Terry sent word to me that he intended to ascend the divide between the Fork and the Big Horn River, and follow it to the mouth of the Little Big Horn. In adopting this course the General accepted the advice of a civilian scout, “Muggins” Taylor, in Gibbon’s employ. Taylor was not familiar with the trail along the Fork, or the country between it and the Big Horn. He was, in general terms a good and brave man, who had long lived near the Indian frontier, but mostly in small towns, and was in no sense an experienced “plainsman.” It is only fair to say that usually a good trail can be found along the top of a divide between two streams, but this rule does not apply where “bad lands” intervene, as was the case in the country selected by Taylor. Once having reached the summit of the divide it became absolutely necessary to follow it, although it was very narrow and tortuous. Rough ravines, hundreds of feet deep, and filled with scrubby pines, ran back almost to the summit from both sides. The day was excessively warm, and the infantry, toiling along over the rough ground, suffered greatly for water, which was not found at any place on the divide.

After marching 21.35 miles, and after descending a long and precipitous hill, where it was necessary to fasten many lariats together, tie them to the Gatling gun carriages and then lower the latter by hand, the cavalry reached the Big Horn where the troopers and their mounts first quenched their own intense thirst, after which many canteens were filled and sent back to the weary and even more thirsty foot troops.

After a few minutes delay the cavalry again moved forward, climbed a high hill and halted, in a grove of large cottonwood trees on the east bank of the Big Horn, to await the arrival of the infantry. When the latter came up it was evident they were completely exhausted after the day’s march of 23.65 miles. It was not the length of the journey that drained, temporarily, their vitality, but the many ascents and descents of high hills, and the absence of water.

At 4:30 p.m., the rain began to fall heavily, but nevertheless General Terry, who was anxious to get in the immediate vicinity of the Little Big Horn as soon as possible, decided to push on with the cavalry and battery, leaving the infantry to follow the next morning. At 5:15 p.m., we were again in the saddle. Our course took us over rough hills and across deep ravines. Night came on very dark and the rain continued to fall dismally until 10:30 p.m. It was difficult for those parts of the column in the rear to see those in their front. The battery, especially, had great difficulty in keeping up. Several times it was lost and only brought back by repeated trumpet calls. It was impossible, due to the darkness, to follow a straight course even when the nature of the country would have permitted it, and the General decided we were taxing the strength of the command to small gain. At midnight he halted where some water was standing in holes, and near which the grass was fortunately tolerably good, for our animals were in sore need of food. there was also a little wood nearby, but to prevent all danger of signaling our approach, no fires were permitted, and we passed what remained of the night sitting, or tramping about in the mud, chilled to the bone in our wet clothing. We had marched 12.10 miles after parting from the infantry, and 35.75 during the day.

When daylight came fires were authorized and coffee made, to the great benefit of the command. We delayed in bivouac to permit the infantry to somewhat close the gap between us and did not take up the march until 9:15 a.m. The column soon reached quite a broad valley, destitute of trees, and in which there was doubtless a considerable stream in the early spring, fed by the melting snows, but at the time of our visit the water course was dry except for such moisture as might be expected from the rain of the night before. Nevertheless, Scout Taylor told General Terry the ravine in our front was the Little Big Horn River, the water of which sank near its mouth, or as he expressed it, “which ran dry at its mouth.” To this statement I strongly protested, and said to the General that while I had not actually gone to the mouth of the river on the scout under Captain Ball some two months earlier, we were within ten or twelve miles of its junction with the Big Horn, and that from the divide to the east I had, with the aid of my field glasses, followed its course to the junction with the two rivers and that beyond question it was a fine flowing stream, and well timbered. My statements were so positive that the General was convinced, and we again moved forward, and from the top of the next ridge, two or three miles in advance, we looked down upon the beautiful little valley and clear running stream we had been seeking, with the junction of the two rivers but a short distance to our right and front. General Terry seemed much pleased, saying in substance, “Well; I have kept faith with Custer I promised to be here today.”

While on the ridge just mentioned, Lieutenant Bradley, in charge of our scouts, brought in word that two of our Crow Indians who had been sent with Custer, when the commands parted at the mouth of the Rosebud, were on the opposite side of the Big Horn, and had called across that General Custer was badly beaten the day before and killed in a fight about 18 miles away, up the Little Big Horn. They said, “his men were shot down like buffaloes,” and urged us to go no farther; saying the Sioux would kill all of us. They refused to rejoin.

At this time a big smoke was seen up the valley of the Little Big Horn, but the report of the Crows was not generally believed, and many thought the smoke arose from the Indian village, and that Custer was burning it. The Crows said the Sioux had fired the grass.

As said, the statement of the two Crows was not generally accepted. Many in our column were willing to admit that Custer’s advance guard might have been driven back, but scoffed at the idea of his entire regiment being beaten. In fact Custer commanded the admiration, and excited the enthusiasm of most of the young men in the army. His well known reputation for courage and dash was contagious and caught the fancy of those among us who had never met him. It is recalled that one young officer attached to General Terry’s Headquarters, Lieutenant Thompson of the 6th Infantry if I remember correctly, announced loudly that of course Custer had beaten the Indians and was now fifty miles away in pursuit. Many undoubtedly thought likewise. My Captain, James N. Whelan, fell into general disfavor because he insisted the Crows were reliable, and that their report should be accepted. I do not know what General Terry thought; so far as I know he kept his opinion to himself.

General Gibbon came up from the “Far West” about this time and reported the steamboat was ascending the Big Horn with 160 tons of freight without difficulty. The infantry arrived about 11:00 a.m., and Gibbon’s united command moved down the little divide and started up the valley of the Little Big Horn. The column halted, as nearly as I can remember, at 1 p.m., about three miles from the mouth of the river, where we had something to eat. The river was about 20 yards wide and 2 1/2 feet deep, and there were beautiful groves of cottonwood and ash along its banks. The infantry had marched 18.85 miles during the morning. The distances I am giving here were determined by two odometers under charge of Sergeant Becker of the Engineer Corps, one fastened to either wheel of a light cart. He acted as my assistant, and was a thoroughly reliable man as well as an expert topographer. He made a sketch of the route followed each day and submitted it for approval. In this way the character of the country was impressed on my mind and is readily recalled. Moreover, Fort Custer was built in 1877 and 1878 on the bluffs just above where the rivers unite, and I was stationed there from the summer of 1878 to June 1879. Naturally I availed myself of the opportunity this offered to study the geography, and to refresh my memory, of the country marched over on June 26, 1876, and the day following. Again, many of the details I am now reciting are taken from my official report as Engineer Officer of the District of Montana, submitted in the form of a journal in the autumn of 1876 and published in the report of the Chief of Engineers of the Army for the fiscal year ending June 30, 1877. For these reasons I can, perhaps, claim unusual accuracy in my statements concerning the days under discussion.

While Gibbon’s column was thus halted in the valley some three miles above the mouth of the Little Big Horn, General Terry doubtless expected, and had every reason to expect, that General Custer, his successor in command, would spare no effort to communicate with him. He seemed surprised and mystified by the fact that no report had been received, and was unmistakenly anxious. He finally determined to try and communicate by courier with Custer. Two officers, each without the knowledge of the other, volunteered to attempt to get through with his message, but he would not consent, saying the law and the customs of the service did not provide any adequate reward for such risk on the part of an officer, and that he preferred to make it a matter of monetary consideration. It may be said here that commissioning by brevet and the award of the Medal of Honor, the only known medal at that time, had each practically fallen into disuse, and that a sense of duty performed and the approbation of his comrades was the only compensation an officer could reasonably expect for the performance of unusual and hazardous service.

The General then offered a reward of $500 for the delivery of a message to Custer, and “Muggins” Taylor undertook the task. Taylor was riding a strong horse, in fair flesh, but not fast. He tried to exchange him for a fleeter animal, but did not succeed. In fact most of the horses of the Second Cavalry, largely because of long field service and short rations of grain, were low in flesh and more or less unfitted for a long and rapid gallop.

Taylor started about 3 p.m., and afterward told me that in his advance he kept hidden as much as possible in the hills of the divide to the west. His statement is not repeated here in any spirit of criticism, for in truth the success of his mission, as well as his personal safety, depended upon his avoiding any party, or parties, of the enemy interposed between the two parts of Terry’s command, but, in a measure it does account for his not getting much farther up the valley than Terry himself went that evening.

The infantry having rested their legs and the horses having had a nibble of the luxuriant grass, the “Montana Column,” at 5 p.m., renewed its advance. Our route took us through the beautiful valley to the west of the river, and the column was in plain view to any one who cared to look, for miles up the stream. After advancing about five miles twelve or fifteen ponies were found grazing in the valley; shortly afterwards several Indians were seen hovering around our front, and a few shots were fired at Troop F, under Lieutenant Charles F. Roe, which had been sent up on the low hills, or bluffs, to the west, to cover the right flank of the column.

Our pace while marching was fairly good, but frequent halts were made to enable the officers with the headquarters to sweep the country with their field glasses in the hope of sighting Custer, or failing in that at least to pick up the main body of the enemy, if still near by.

As the evening advanced several officers saw through their glasses on the hills farther up and across the river objects that suggested to them buffaloes lying down. As twilight, aided by smoke and possibly dust, was enveloping us there appeared in the distance to the right and front something looking like a long column of Cavalry. Gibbon, who exercised the immediate control of our troops, held his small force well in hand, prepared to fight it, if need be, as a unit and for all it was worth; and here let me say many of us expected, in case of battle, that our Gatling guns would have a marked demoralizing effect on the enemy.

It was rapidly growing dark when “Muggins” Taylor returned and said what we saw in the distance was Custer and his cavalry. He was angry and excited, saying some of Custer’s Indian scouts had ridden out from the column and fired on him, and he swore he would kill them when we joined forces. Captain Hughes of General Terry’s staff said to his chief - “for God’s sake, General, let us push on.” The General replied, “No, Hughes, if that supposed column be Custer’s and he is in the same doubt that we are, we may fire into each other in the night.”

Night entirely overtook us before anything definite was learned of Custer’s fate, but even the most sanguine commenced to doubt he had been victorious. Sometime between 8 and 9 p. m., we turned from near the hills well into the center of the valley and went into bivouac. The infantry had covered, during the day, 29.10 miles, a very considerable part of the distance having been across steep hills.

The command formed a hollow square, with the Gatling guns placed to the best advantage to repel a possible attack. The troops of cavalry were sent one at a time to water at the river, a half mile, or more, away. Each troop carried utensils to bring back filled with water. After supper, such as it was, the entire command settled down for the night to await anxiously for daylight and what the next day would bring forth. Whatever the result of Custer’s fight had been, every one anticipated another on the morrow.

The night passed quietly, and dawn found us astir. No report had been received from Custer, or his command, not withstanding our column had passed several hours the previous afternoon in the open valley, and all was uncertainty. General Terry decided to move farther along the river, with scouting detachments on the hills on either side. From the position of our bivouac the view up the valley was shut off a mile and a half, or so, away by trees that followed the river as it swept completely across the valley we were in, from the high bluffs on the east to the lower ones to the west, and then turned back again to run along the eastern bluffs. These trees had likewise limited our view on the afternoon of the day before.

Making an early start on the 27th, we soon approached the timber along the river as it crossed and re-crossed the valley, and here a little delay occurred as the advance guard reconnoitered among the trees to avoid a possible ambush. Advancing again we had gone but a short distance when two tepees were seen through the trees, and ascending the low sandstone bluff at the extreme western sweep of the Little Big Horn, we saw in our immediate front a large bottom where an immense Indian village had stood but a few hours before. A few tepees were still standing, in which several dead Indians were found. The enemy had evidently left in haste; numerous buffalo blankets, tepee-poles, and camp utensils were scattered over the ground, together with great quantities of dried meat. Fifty or sixty ponies had also been left behind. A buckskin shirt, a garment much affected on the plains in those days by some officers, was found with the name Sturgis on it. It was discolored by blood stains, and had been pierced in two places by a bullet. It was assumed to have been the property of Lieutenant Sturgis of the 7th Cavalry. I sighted a large American horse grazing about 1/4 mile away in the valley, and as my horse was thin and weak I galloped over to the free animal intending to transfer my saddle to him, but found he had been wounded and was unserviceable. He was branded U.S. This was probably Comanche. I also observed many trails of pony tracks and lodge-poles converged into a wide ravine that led away in the general direction of old Fort Smith. On returning to headquarters I found my friends turning their field glasses on the hills in every direction in the hope of discovering friend or foe, or both, but without avail. The fate of Custer was now more puzzling than ever. Our chief, General Terry, was calm but serious. He evidently was weighing the situation seriously. All were horrified by a message received about this time from Lieutenant Bradley, our chief of scouts, saying he had counted 196 dead cavalrymen on the hills across the river. The objects seen the day before looking like buffalo lying down were probably dead comrades and their horses.

The situation, gloomy as it had been, was made immensely more so by Bradley’s report. The responsibilities of our General increased, and it is thought the sympathy of all present went out to him as he pondered the course to pursue. The stronger of his two commands had evidently met with a grave defeat; 196 were accounted for, but where were the others, and were they living or dead? If his stronger column had been defeated, what would be the result if the fight should be renewed with the weaker one? All felt that General Terry was more than willing to act, and to fight if the opportunity offered, but who could say where he should go, and what had become of the victorious enemy?

Now two horsemen were seen dashing toward us from up the valley. Apparently we had at last made our presence known to our surviving comrades of the 7th Cavalry, but not before we had stood upon the battlefield and had counted their dead on the hills across the river, and were entering the bottom where the village had stood the day before. As the hurrying riders drew nearer we discovered they were riding bare-back, then that they were white men, and finally two lieutenants, Wallace and Hare, sent by Reno, second in command to Custer, to tell of the desperate fight by his own detachment, and to point out their present position on the bluffs up, and across, the river.

“Where is Custer,” they were asked. Wallace replied, “The last we saw of him he was going along that high bluff” (pointing in a general direction to the bluffs down stream from the position where he had located Reno), “toward the lower end of the village. He took off his hat and waved to us. We do not know where he is now.” “We have found him,” said General Terry, his eyes filling with tears, for all now felt the truth of the statement shouted to us by our Crow scouts from across the Big Horn, and fully expected to find Custer’s remains on the stricken field discovered by Bradley.

Reno’s messengers sat their horses aghast at the information given them, and seemed slow to grasp the fact that their detachment had not played the major role in the drama that had been enacted.

Leaving Custer and his companions in death on the hills where we found them, we placed ourselves under the guidance of Wallace and Hare to be taken to those of our comrades who had survived the catastrophe. They led us along the valley for some three and a half or four miles, where the village had stood the day before, toward some timber that stretched nearly across the bottom much as that already described cross the valley at the lower end of the village, and which, as stated, had obstructed our view on the previous afternoon. There was perhaps a quarter or a half a mile of smooth, open ground, between the extreme western sweep of the timber as we were approaching and the bluffs to the west, and we were told that it was through this opening that Reno’s men first saw the village. The bluffs spoken of as lying to the west, may perhaps be more properly mentioned as hills, for their ascent was gradual, and their surface grass-covered, while those on the right bank of the stream were not only high but quickly precipitous, especially opposite what had been the upper end of the village; toward the middle of the Indian camp their slopes became more gradual and descended into a broad coulee, that led to a good crossing of the river, while at the extreme lower end of the village the eastern bluffs were also comparatively low, at least as compared with those above and opposite where Reno first sighted the Indian camp ground.

Thus the village had been quite well concealed from observation at a distance by the bluffs to the east and west, and the timber immediately above and below it in the valley. It is important that the reader carry this picture in his mind, and for his further information it may be added that the general direction of the Little Big Horn River is northeasterly as far as the battlefield, where it changes and follows a northwesterly course to its junction with the Big Horn. Between these two streams lies a plateau of undulating prairie, while between the Little Big Horn and the Rosebud, the divide which was crossed by Custer in his advance toward the savages, is rough and broken, of considerable elevation, with precipitous hills and deep, narrow gulches.

As our conductors led us over the former camp ground they informed us that Reno’s fight had opened in the valley and that the point of timber we were approaching marked the extreme down stream limit of his advance, and as our readers are now following with us across part of the battlefield it will be well to go back a little and place ourselves under the leadership of Custer and accompany him in his fairly rapid march from the time he parted from Gibbon at the mouth of the Rosebud to the point on the bluffs where, as Wallace told us, he was last seen. To that point we may follow with sufficient detail, but beyond that all that has been written is largely conjecture. The writer has no intention to give a minute account of the Battle of the Little Big Horn, and is content to leave the details of that sanguinary conflict to be told by Godfrey and others of the 7th Cavalry who faced death there; nevertheless what the “Montana Column” found on the 26th and 27th on the banks of that stream is a part of the column’s own history and can properly be told here.

General E.S. Godfrey was a lieutenant and a troop commander under Custer in his march against the Indians, and all who wish to make a close study of the fight that followed will do well to read his account, under the title of “General George A. Custer and the Battle of the Little Big Horn.” All who know Godfrey will accept implicitly his statement of facts that fell under his own observation, and as I know of no better source than the statements of Wallace and Hare to General Terry, and Godfrey’s printed story, to gather information about what actually befell Reno’s command I shall follow them quite closely, but as the account of Custer’s death struggle has never been written by an eye witness, and I was among the first to examine his battlefield, while the dead still rested where they fell, perhaps my conjecture of what occurred after he separated from his comrades who survived may be as good as another’s; or, at least it may be of interest to those who wish to study the engagement from every point of view.

I was not only among the first to visit the fatal field where Custer fell, but I also superintended the making of a considerable portion of the map thereof that will be found with the report of lieutenant Maguire, Chief Engineer, Department of Dakota; printed with the report of the Chief of Engineers of the Army for 1876. It is, perhaps, the best map that has been made of the field. I started the survey immediately upon the completion of our short march with Wallace and Hare to the foot of “Reno’s Hill,” and instructed my assistant, Sergeant Becker, as to the ground to be covered. He commenced the work at once and had covered about one-third of the territory concerned, when my superior, Lieutenant Maguire, said to General Terry that he thought the mapping of the battlefield should be under his own (Maguire’s) supervision. The General assented, and I was verbally relieved as assistant engineer officer. I had a little feeling about this for I recognized that some distinction might accrue from making the map, and as I had started the survey and moreover, had superintended, for several months, the work of mapping our trail and writing up the journal of our marches, it did seem I might have been permitted to complete the task in hand. However, my disappointment was less than it would have been had the duties of Engineer Officer of the District of Montana been congenial to me, but not withstanding my high regard and affection for General Gibbon, the Commanding Officer of the District, I did not find them so and in truth was glad to part with them. The reader will appreciate my feelings when told I was back on my old job as soon as the map of the battlefield was finished. With the exception of one slight error the Maguire map is good.

It will be recalled that Gibbon and Custer parted at the mouth of the Rosebud on June 22nd, and that the former pursued his way to the mouth of the Little Big Horn via the north bank of the Yellowstone, Tullock’s Fork, and the ridge between the latter and the Big Horn, while Custer’s route passed up the Rosebud, a rather insignificant stream, and then turned to the right, or west, and crossed the divide lying toward the Little Big Horn.

Immediately after the conference previously mentioned between Terry, Gibbon and Custer, the latter ordered that fifty rounds of carbine ammunition per man be carried on the pack mules, with one hundred more by trooper on his person and in his saddlebags together with 24 rounds of pistol ammunition.

About sunset on the 22nd Custer told his officers they might meet between one thousand and fifteen hundred warriors; that General Terry had offered him the battalion of the Second Cavalry, but that he had declined it because he felt sure the 7th Cavalry could whip any force he might meet. He also said he had decided not to take the Gatling guns for fear that they might hamper his movements at a critical moment “because of the inferior horses used and of the difficult nature of the country” to be passed over, and added that the marches would be from 25 to 30 miles per day.

In his conversations with his officers on the marches that followed Custer un-bosomed himself and made concessions in a manner that was unusual for him. “His manner and tone, usually brusque and aggressive, or somewhat curt,” was conciliatory and subdued. In what he said there was “something akin to an appeal, as if depressed.” An officer who was present was so impressed that he expressed the belief that he, Custer, would be killed, and when asked why, replied, “Because I have never heard him talk that way before.”

Perhaps a better explanation of his conciliatory bearing may be found in a desire to enlist the enthusiastic support of all in the fight anticipated. In this connection it is worthy of mention that Mitch Bouyer, the half breed interpreter loaned to Custer by Gibbon, said to one of the officers of the 7th Cavalry, “Well, I can tell you we are going to have a damned big fight,” and there is abundant evidence that the general attitude of the Indian scouts with the regiment expressed the conviction. All were impressed by the extent of the former camping grounds of the Indians along the Rosebud, while the Crow scouts were “very active and efficient” in the examination and interpretation of the camp grounds and trails.

The distances covered in Custer’s advance were necessarily estimated, and were perhaps in excess of those actually marched. At least that seems to be the general case on long and tiresome marches. It is said that on June 22nd he marched 12 miles; on the 23rd 33, and on the 24th about 28 by sundown, when the command went into camp under cover of a bluff, to remain hidden as much as possible, with orders to be ready to resume the march at 11:30 p.m. However, the officers assembled about 9:30 p.m., and were told they would march at once; that the trail led over the “divide” to the Little Big Horn; that he (Custer) was anxious to get as near to the top of the “divide” as possible before daylight, and place the command in concealment while he studied the country, located the Indian village and made plans for attack on the 26th. It will be recalled that Terry said he promised Custer to have Gibbon on the Little Big Horn on the 26th.

As indicated in the preceding paragraph the march was resumed and after advancing about 10 miles a halt was ordered a little after 2 a.m., on the 25th. Sometime before eight o’clock of the same morning Custer made known that the village had been located in the valley of the Little Big Horn, some twelve or fifteen miles beyond the top of the “divide,” and ordered the command to march at eight. About this time he is said to have replied to the statement of an Indian scout that “we will find enough Sioux to keep us fighting two or three days,” that “I guess we will get through them in one day.” Little did he realize that the “one day” would sound “taps” for him and those who rode with him as that day declined.

On the march again at 8 a.m., the regiment advanced about ten miles and halted in a ravine at 10:30 a.m. Custer had followed the enemy’s trail up a branch of the Rosebud to within, say, a mile of the summit. To his right (north) lay the little divide between Tullock’s Fork and the Little Big Horn, and further on to the north and west the divide between the former and the Big Horn, along which the “Montana Column” advanced. While his troops were concealed in the ravine last mentioned Custer went to the point on the summit from which the scouts had previously discovered smoke rising from the village, and pony herds grazing in the valley of the Little Big Horn, some 12 or 15 miles away. Because of the high bluffs on the east (near) side of the river, which screened the village, it was impossible for him to discover more of the enemy and his immediate surroundings than had been reported, and no better point for observation was found until battle was about to open.

A pack mule had been lost during the march, the previous night, and a sergeant who had been sent back for the mule, reported he found an Indian opening one of the boxes of crackers in the pack, and that as soon as the savage saw the detachment approaching he galloped away out of rifle range and then moved along leisurely. General Custer recounted this incident to his officers, and added that several Indians had also been seen moving along the ridge overlooking the valley through which the command had advanced as if observing its movements; that the troops had been discovered and that he would move at once to attack the village; explaining at the same time “that he had not intended to attack until the next morning, the 26th, but our discovery made it imperative to act at once, as delay would allow the village to scatter and escape.” He evidently was under the delusion the Indians would try to escape. His plans for battle, such as they were, were based on this supposition, which being erroneous invited the disaster that followed.

The regiment was soon enroute; crossed the summit a little before noon, and followed down the south branch of Sun Dance Creek. Shortly after passing the summit it was divided into battalions as follows: the advance battalion, consisting of three troops and the Indian scouts, under Major Reno; a second battalion of three troops under Captain Benteen, and a third of five under the immediate control of General Custer. The pack train was guarded by the twelfth, or remaining troop, commanded by Captain McDougall. Reno’s battalion marched down the south branch mentioned; “Custer’s column followed Reno’s closely, bearing to the right and rear,” while Benteen “was ordered to the left and front, to a line of high bluffs about three or four miles distant,” and if when he reached them he did not see the enemy he was instructed to continue on to the “next line of bluffs,” and so on until he could look down onto the valley of the Little Big Horn.

One may ask here if this wide flank movement was assigned to Benteen on the supposition that the Indian village extended along the river for miles longer than was actually the case, or was Custer uncertain if it was above or below him, or was it suggested by the thought the Sioux and their allies would stampede and try to escape toward the south, that is, toward the Big Horn Mountains, or did all these suppositions enter his mind? No one can tell, but if Benteen had carried out his orders strictly, his subsequent junction with Reno would have been materially delayed, and possibly entirely prevented.

As it was, Benteen found the country so broken and the corresponding tax on his horses so great, that he decided to incline to the right and pick up the trail of his comrades on that side, which he did just in advance of the pack train. The reader will understand the routes followed at this period of the advance led to the river considerably above the Indian camp, or village.

During Benteen’s march to the left his men could occasionally see Custer’s battalion marching at a rapid gait. After reaching the trail to his right, as stated, Benteen halted at a little stream to water, and while there heard some firing in advance, but did not ascertain its cause. He passed a tepee in which a dead warrior was found, who evidently had been dead several days. He was still several miles from the Little Big Horn.

The battalions in advance under Custer and Reno did not meet any Indians until arriving at the tepee of the dead warrior, later found by Benteen as previously stated. Here a few were seen, who withdrew as the troops advanced, making no effort to delay Custer and Reno, and keeping far enough in advance to be safe, with the purpose, possibly, of inviting pursuit.

Reno was now ordered to “move forward at as rapid a gait as he thought prudent, and charge the village afterward” and was told “the whole outfit would support him.” He interpreted this order to mean that the balance of the regiment would act in close co—operation with him, and not at a far distant point. He was not only justified in that interpretation, but doubtless such was Custer’s intention when he gave the order.

Reno, following the Indian trail, crossed the Little Big Horn, when he sent word to his commanding officer that the enemy was in his (Reno’s) front, and strong. “Custer had moved off to the right, being separated from Reno by a line of high bluffs and the river.” It does not follow that Custer intended to so separate himself from his subordinate when he informed him that the “whole outfit would support him.” It is easy for a column marching rapidly over a rough country to be deflected from its selected line of direction, and knowing the terrain in question I can understand how this may have occurred. It will be recalled that some distance back Custer’s battalion was said to have “followed Reno’s closely, bearing to the right and rear.” This slight deviation might easily have grown into a big one in an attempt to select the easiest line of advance without following immediately in Reno’s rear.

After fording the river Reno moved at a trot down the valley. The trees that grew nearly across the bottom, just above the village, from the river to near the hills to the west, as previously described, prevented him from seeing the Indian camp until he reached the point of timber that marked his farthest advance down the stream as formerly stated.

About half a mile below the ford Reno formed the column of fours into line, with the scouts on the left flank, and about a mile further on deployed the battalion as skirmishers. The enemy, whose numbers constantly increased, retired in good order, firing occasionally, but making no earnest attempt to check the advance of the troops. It was probably about this time that Custer was seen, by some members of Reno’s command, on the bluffs waving his hat, as reported by Lieut. Wallace to General Terry.

A little later the Indians in opposition rapidly increased in numbers, and with a brisk rifle fire they dashed mounted toward the foot-hills, when the Indian scouts on the left flank of the battalion ignominiously fled. In his report Reno says of this period of the action that he saw he was “being drawn into some trap,” and was satisfied the enemy would fight harder as he neared the village, which was still standing. “I could not see Custer, or any other support, and at the same time the very earth seemed to grow Indians. They were running toward us in swarms and from all directions;” he adds he saw he must defend himself, “and give up the attack mounted. This I did.”

When the hostiles moved around the left flank of the battalion and the Ree scouts fled, Reno’s left fell back until the command found itself on the defensive in the timber, dismounted behind the bank of a former bed of the river. While from Reno’s report it might be inferred he ordered his men to assume this new attitude I did not learn that he exercised any influence in bringing the change about, unless, indeed, through lack of aggressive and controlling leadership he allowed his troops to slip from the offensive to the defensive. Thus far he had none killed, and only one man wounded.

The timbered area was too large for a. force as small as a battalion of three small troops to hold indefinitely, but it was a strong position and one in which Reno might have maintained himself for a considerable period, possibly several hours. How long he actually remained there is uncertain. Some said “a few minutes,” while others thought about an hour. The hostiles had him nearly surrounded, but nevertheless while he remained in the woods his casualties were few. George Herendeen, the scout, who was with him, told me that Reno’s nervousness was evident and that it excited and stampeded his men. His incapacity to command was commencing to manifest itself - a man was killed close to him and he decided to leave the timber and get to the bluffs. He said Reno gave the order to mount and that before the troopers were fairly in their saddles he countermanded that order and directed them to dismount, and again commanded “mount” about the time they were reaching the ground, that his excitability imposed itself on the men, and that the retreat that started in column of fours quickly degenerated into a mad race for the bluffs, in which, it seems, Reno led.

The Indians were encouraged when the fire slackened as the men started to mount, and doubtless the movement was visible between the trees to some of them, who then commenced to close in and fight more actively. Again Reno’s orders were not heard by all of the members of the battalion; many did not start to mount until they saw other comrades departing, making it necessary for them to hurry to catch up, and this only added to the confusion. As it was, a small number remained concealed in the woods until the Indians left and then came out, while four actually remained there until the night of the 26-27th.

The enemy pushed close up to the column as Reno tried to regain the bluffs east of the river, and thus cut off the possibility of retreat to the ford where he had entered the valley. In fact the dead men and horses lying along the line of retreat as we passed with Wallace and Hare showed plainly that the flying troopers just skirted the timber. This may, or may not, have been Reno’s intention. I am forced to the opinion that he did not give the matter much thought, but was controlled by a wild desire to reach the hills, in order to get away, if possible from the foe. He made a mad dash for a pony trail leading up a narrow ravine in his front to the top of the bluffs. On reaching the stream he plunged in, crossed, and hastened up the ravine to the top.

It was fortunate indeed that he happened to find such a ravine in his front, for the bluffs generally were too precipitous to be climbed under the fire of the rapidly pursuing enemy. As it was it must be considered remarkable that the majority of the command escaped, for while the little river offered but slight difficulty to crossing it almost anywhere, the battalion by the time it was reached had lost all semblance of organization. There does not appear to have been any organized resistance during this disorderly retreat, although it is understood that a man here and there fired at the pursuers, but in truth little could have been expected with such a leader. It was said that as Reno emptied his revolvers, he threw them away. A fine example to set his men!

Lieutenant McIntosh was killed close to the edge of the woods, and his horribly mutilated body was identified as we passed. Dr. DeWolf fell while climbing the bluffs a short distance from the command. My classmate at West Point, Lieutenant Hodgson, was wounded in the leg as his horse leaped into the ford and fell dead. Hodgson grasped the stirrup of a passing comrade, and was pulled across the stream, only to be shot dead on reaching the farther bank.

Reno’s casualties were now three officers, including Dr. DeWolf, and twenty-nine enlisted men and scouts killed; seven enlisted men wounded, and one officer, one interpreter and fourteen soldiers and scouts missing. Nearly all the casualties occurred during the race for the hills. The Crow scouts remained with the command, but the Rees continued their flight to Powder River.

As Reno’s disorganized units regained the bluffs, they had a breathing spell, for about this time the foe began to withdraw to meet, as it was later learned, Custer’s onslaught. It may be too much to say that Custer prevented the annihilation of Reno’s command at this period, but certainly his blow fell none too soon to prevent further disorganization and probably additional heavy losses. Had Reno shown a bolder spirit in the timber and greater confidence in his leader, he might at this moment have changed the fortunes of the day; at least he might have saved Custer’s command from annihilation without incurring his own. He left the woods at the worst possible time both for himself and Custer. Even though the latter had not moved to his immediate support he should have known his chief would strike soon. It was not in the nature of the man to turn his back to the foe, and a diversion on any part of the field would have contributed to his lieutenant’s relief. A short distance through the woods from the old bed of the river would have enabled Reno to fully see the village into which a withering fire might have been poured, while many of its defenders were confronting Custer, and with a most demoralizing effect.

In point of time our narrative should now turn to Custer’s fight to the death, but as lack of leadership on the part of his principal subordinate undoubtedly accounts in a large measure for his utter destruction, we will best understand what befell those whose bodies Gibbon found lying on the bleak hills, by continuing the story of the battalions he (Custer) detached under others.

We have followed Reno to the top of the bluffs, and will leave him for a moment while his officers and men are busy with little, or no, assistance from their battalion commander, bringing order out of chaos, and turn to Benteen and his battalion. They had not yet appeared, nor had McDougall’s troop with the pack.

Not long after leaving the place where he gave his horses a drink, previously mentioned, Benteen met a sergeant bearing a message from Custer to the officer in charge of the pack train, directing him to hurry. Whether or not this incident prevented Benteen from following Reno’s trail into the valley the writer cannot say, but at all events he continued his march on the bluffs, and was soon met by a trumpeter with an order signed by the Adjutant, Cooke, reading, “Benteen, come on. Big Village. Be quick. Bring packs,” with a postscript saying to “bring packs.” The repetition of the instructions to bring the packs shows some not unnatural excitement on the part of the writer of the despatch, and possibly on Custer’s part some emphasis about the probable need of the reserve ammunition on the pack mules. No information was given to Benteen about Reno’s earlier report that he “had everything in front of him,” and that the enemy was strong. Custer had evidently given up the intention, if he ever had it, of giving immediate support to Reno, and doubtless thought that all the needed support would be afforded if the village be vigorously attacked at another point.

It is thought Custer should now have informed Reno that neither he, Benteen nor McDougall would give him the close support that he had a right to expect from the order previously cited, to “move forward at as rapid a gait as he thought prudent, and charge the village afterward, and the whole outfit would support him.” Possibly he reasoned that his (Custer’s) contemplated early attack would answer every purpose, but if Reno had been told to expect no relief from the rear, that it would come elsewhere, he might have remained in the bottom longer waiting for the attack that did a little later draw the foe from his front as he gained the bluffs.

The messenger to Benteen volunteered the erroneous information that the Indians had abandoned the village and “skedaddled.” How he gained this idea I can not say, but it probably reflected Custer’s early optimism.

When met by the trumpeter, Benteen “had been marching at a trot and walk, according as the ground was smooth or broken.” If he had been informed promptly of the earlier order to Reno to charge the village and of that officer’s report that he had everything in front of him and that the enemy was strong, he might have been able at times to hurry his march. He certainly would have been keenly alert for the sounds of battle.

In describing this period of the day Godfrey says, “We now heard firing, first straggling shots, and as we advanced the engagements became more and more pronounced and appeared to be coming toward us,” and adds the column took the gallop with pistols drawn to meet the enemy whom they thought Custer was driving before him, “never suspecting that our forces had been defeated.” As the two messengers from Custer had met Benteen we may infer the latter was either on, or comparatively near to the route followed by the regimental commander, and that he (Benteen) had no thought that Reno was rushing into action, if not already engaged. Custer seems to have been singularly negligent in linking up his separate battalions, in establishing teamwork. He apparently utterly underestimated the numbers, courage and mental abilities of his opponents, than whom no finer mounted infantry existed.

When the members of Benteen’s battalion were able to look down into the valley of the Little Big Horn they saw horsemen dashing about in clouds of dust. There was also smoke from the burning grass, which the Indians had fired, possibly to help drive out the soldiers as well as to cover their own movements, and this by restricting vision added to the confusion that began to envelope the members of Benteen’s command. They saw a body of troops engaged on the bluffs to their right, “but an engagement appeared to be going on in the valley, too,” although because of the distance, smoke and dust they could not positively locate friends there. Godfrey says, “there was a short time of uncertainty” about the proper direction to take until several Crow scouts, who were driving ponies before them, came by and one of them [the original manuscript says Half Yellow Face] motioned to the right and said “soldiers.” Acting on this information they joined Reno’s battalion, which was still firing. Reno, having lost his hat, had a handkerchief tied around his head, and was plainly excited. Benteen’s men formed a dismounted skirmish line on the edge of the bluffs, overlooking the valley. The Indians soon withdrew from the attack, and Reno stood still.

Benteen was too good a soldier not to have informed Reno that but a short time before joining him he had received an order from Custer to come on and “be quick, bring packs.” Reno himself had been ordered to charge the village, but he had not done so. Custer’s instructions to his lieutenants indicated that he contemplated positive and aggressive action. So far as they were concerned he did not get it. No one who knew him could have doubted that he intended to push the fighting. Such was his nature. Not having supported his Chief in the valley, every rule of warfare dictated that Reno should strike hard when he gained the top of the bluffs. He now had half the regiment with him, and McDougall’s troop coming on; in all seven troops against Custer’s five. His own battalion was, it is true, badly shaken, but neither Benteen nor McDougall had been engaged. Reno stood still. His energy at the time went no further than to make a futile attempt to recover the body of Lieutenant Hodgson, at the ford, and to fill a few canteens with water. Some of his officers looking down from the edge of the bluff at the large number of mounted warriors in the bottom below, observed that the enemy suddenly started down the valley, and that in a few minutes scarcely a horseman was left in sight. Reno’s front was practically cleared of the enemy. Among the officers on the bluff the question of “what’s the matter with Custer, that he don’t send word what we shall do,” was being asked. If Custer could have heard and replied we may imagine his saying- “I was counting on aggressive and helpful action from Reno, and but a short time ago Benteen was ordered to come on, to be quick, and to bring the packs. The extra ammunition, as you know, is on the packs. You hear heavy firing in the direction I disappeared. You must know I am fighting. You know it is my rule to act quickly and vigorously in battle. You are my subordinates. Why do you not observe the spirit of my instructions and act?”

It is not sufficient to say that there was no serious doubt about Custer being able to take care of himself. He had gone down stream with five troops, heavy firing was heard in that direction, it was evident a fight was on for neither Custer nor the Indians would be wasting ammunition by shooting at a mark, and yet Reno with six troops and another approaching stood still, thus ignoring the well known military axiom to march to the sound of the guns.

Benteen’s Battalion was directed to divide its ammunition with Reno’s. In view of the little firing Reno had done this may not have been necessary, but the thought, at least, should have impressed that officer with the significance of Custer’s last order, to bring the packs and be quick. Was it not possible that Custer might need additional ammunition? “Heavy firing was heard down the river,” if not when the distribution was made, at least soon after.

Firing was heard for a long time, in the direction Custer had gone, after Benteen had joined Reno. Godfrey says, “We were satisfied that Custer was fighting the Indians somewhere,” and he adds, “we heard two distinct volleys which excited some surprise,” and continuing, he says, “I have but little doubt now that these volleys were fired by Custer’s orders as a sign of distress and to indicate where he was.” Whether, or not, the volleys were construed by Reno as signals of distress, they did tell him that his Chief, with fewer organizations than he had, was engaged in battle, and this at a time when the enemy had practically withdrawn from his own position.

Captain Weir and his lieutenant, Edgerly, after driving away the comparatively few Indians in their front, became impatient at the delay, and the former started to get permission to move in the direction of the firing. The troop, in fact, commenced the advance, when Weir observed a large number of the enemy move toward it, halted the movement, but he and Edgerly remained in the advanced position for a considerable period without serious molestation. The incident is only of importance here because it shows that some of Reno’s officers appreciated the situation at its true value, and their duty to Custer. ‘Weir saw the savages riding and firing over the field where later the “Montana Column” found Custer and his dead.

McDougall now came up with his troop and the pack train, and reported the firing he had heard in the direction Custer had taken. There is fair reason to believe this was near 4:20 p.m., and about the same time Scout George Herendeen and thirteen men, who had been unable to accompany Reno in his flight from the valley, rejoined the command. Several were wounded. As they were leaving the timber they repulsed an attack made by five Indians, who fired upon them, but the mere fact that they were able to leave their cover, ford the river, and ascend the bluffs (dismounted, for they had lost their horses) is quite good evidence that there was no serious opposition confronting Reno.

It is Godfrey’s recollection that Benteen joined Reno about half past two, and that it was about 5 p.m., when the latter finally decided to advance to the support of his chief. Thus two and a half precious hours had been dawdled away, when time was of the essence of the situation.

It may not be amiss here to go back a little and say that when Reno first entered the valley there were immense herds of ponies grazing on the hills to the west. Little has been said in the printed accounts of the fight about these herds, but when we reached our lately besieged friends I was much impressed by various statements concerning them. It was said that as Reno’s Battalion moved down the valley from the ford where it first crossed, the Indians commenced driving the loose ponies down stream. This seems logical. I was told the rapidly moving herds raised a great cloud of dust, and it occurred to me then that Custer doubtless saw, from the high bluffs to the east of the river, this dust and the fleeing ponies, and was further confirmed in his opinion that the Indians would not stand for a stiff fight. It is possible that this sight caused Custer to be less cautious than he would otherwise have been in widely separating his own and Reno’s battalions, and it may in part explain his apparent indifference in notifying his lieutenant that his support would be given, not in his immediate vicinity, but at a considerable distance, out of sight, near the middle of the village, and on the opposite side of the river.

Reno advanced to a high point from which he could see, through the dust laden air, stationary groups of horsemen, and also single horsemen moving about. These horsemen were in the direction whence the firing had been heard, and where later Bradley found Custer’s dead. The manner of grouping and the way in which the riders sat their horses showed they were Indians. Occasional shots were heard, some at a great distance. The observers concluded Custer had been defeated, and that the distant shots were fired by his rear guard as he was driven from the field.

The firing last mentioned ceased, and Reno was now to pay dearly for not joining his chief while the latter was fighting, for through clouds of dust the Indians converged toward the hesitating commander and once more, due entirely to his own inactivity, he was to fight without Custer’s support. This piecemeal fighting fitted admirably into the plans of the savages, to first protect their families in the village and then to overwhelm, in succession, the detachments of their enemy.

Reno now dismounted his command to fight on foot, but made no determined effort to oppose the foe before commencing to fall back. Again, his order for withdrawal was not communicated to his entire command, for Godfrey says that while he was busy posting his men and giving directions about the use of ammunition he “was a little startled by the remark that the command was out of sight,” and apparently all the other troops, except Weir’s and French’s, had disappeared, and the Indians were attacking them. Godfrey now received an order to rejoin the main command. I do not know if Weir and French were similarly ordered, but after retiring some distance Godfrey looked back and saw their troops coming back in hot haste, with Edgerly near the top of the bluff trying, with difficulty, to mount his excited horse, driven frantic by seeing the other horses rushing away.

The hasty withdrawal and the close pursuit, if it had been unchecked, might have brought disaster to the entire command but fortunately Godfrey properly appraised the situation, and dismounting his one troop of Reno’s seven, he opened fire, compelling the enemy to halt and take cover. He received a second order to rejoin, and slowly retreated, firing as he fell back. The enemy’s fire was increasing, and soon Indians began to appear from cover. Godfrey’s men began to “bunch,” slacken their fire and move faster, and to prevent their getting of hand he ordered a halt, required “intervals” to be re-taken, and the fire to be delivered with greater calmness. After once more forcing the Indians to take cover he renewed the retreat, and finally reached the main lines, the establishment of which must have been materially aided by his taking upon himself the checking of the pursuit.

Reno was now to have a taste of what his indecision, or worse, had forced upon the smaller detachment under his chief, for the Indians now surrounded him and by 7 o’clock he was fighting for his life. The enemy continued his fire until nearly dark, possibly to near half past eight or nine o’clock, for the days in Montana in June are long. “Every one was wondering about Custer.” The “general opinion seemed to prevail that he had been defeated and driven down the river, where he would probably join General Terry, and with whom he would return to our relief.” The remaining heroes of the 7th Cavalry evidently retained their faith in Custer’s inherent aggressiveness, and the opinion expressed was also possibly an indirect compliment to Terry for it assumed a disposition on his part to act, and not to imitate Reno in his hesitation to move to the “relief” of his regimental commander.

While darkness, with its accompanying cessation of the enemy’s rifle fire, brought relief to our hard pressed friends, yet the Indians rendered the night hideous with the noise of their “tom-toms” and demoniacal yells.

Soon after darkness settled down an attempt was made to learn something of the five missing troops, but the scouts sent out for this purpose returned after a short absence and reported the surrounding country full of Sioux. Great confusion prevailed, and the wish being father to the thought many imagined they could see, or hear, relief columns approaching. It was even suggested that Crook was at hand. Stable, and other familiar calls were sounded as signals for the supposed re-inforcements. As no relief came, the command went seriously to work to dig in, and as only three or four shovels and spades were at hand, anything that would loosen dirt - such as hatchets, knives, tin cups, forks, etc., were used to construct rifle pits. This intrenching was still in progress when the enemy opened fire at early dawn on the 26th, probably soon after 3 o’clock. As dawn advanced to daylight the firing became continuous on the part of both friend and foe. The horses and mules, more exposed than the men in their rifle pits, suffered severely.

The rear of Benteen’s troop was exposed to long range fire from the hills to the north, and as the situation on his front was critical he went to Reno and asked for reinforcements. The latter, running true to form, hesitated and delayed in his decision, but finally ordered Captain French with a troop to the other side. A little later Benteen charged and drove the Indians on his front nearly to the river.

The fire slackened for a time, but later recommenced with greater intensity. Benteen again went to Reno and said if something was not done the Indians would run into the lines, but as this statement failed to arouse his chief, he added, “This won’t do, you must drive them back.” Thus urged Reno directed that preparations be made for a charge, and told Benteen to give the word. This the latter did with vigor, and four troops went forward with a hurrah. The opposing Indians broke as soon as the charging line started. Benteen’s attitude revived temporarily the old aggressiveness of his subordinate officers and men, but when they had advanced about one hundred yards Reno called out “get back men, back,” and back they came.

As the day advanced and the heat of the sun increased, the thirst of the members of the command became maddening, for although a clear and sparkling river was nearby it could not be reached.

About 11 a.m., the enemy’s fire slackened again, and parties were organized to get water. Several soldiers were wounded by shots from the nearby woods in the valley, but sufficient water was procured to meet the immediate needs of the members of the command. By one o’clock the Indians, with the exception of some warriors apparently detached to guard the river, left Reno’s immediate front, but about 2 o’clock they “came back” and drove the besieged to their trenches. At three p.m., the firing ceased and was not renewed.

It is significant that the hour, 11 a.m., when the enemy’s fire slackened after their vigorous attack of the morning, is the same as when the infantry of the “Montana Column” joined its cavalry on the ridge overlooking the Little Big Horn and its valley. The united column was in plain view to any observer in the valley below the battle ground, or through glasses from the bluffs near the village. Again the hour stated, about 2 o’clock, when they came back and drove Reno’s men to their trenches is but a little later than when Terry halted for the long mid-day rest. Any Indian observing Terry’s column would naturally delay a short time to determine what the delay mean; whether it was for temporary rest, or to make camp, before riding off to report upon the subject. Terry halted about 1 p.m., the Indians renewed their attack for a short time about 2 p.m. The difference in time between observing the halt, if it was observed, and the attack may be explained by the possible difference in watches; by the fact that the time of the attack is not placed at two o’clock, but about that hour, and by the time it took the observer to report, if he did report. It does not seem to be reasonable to assume, or believe, that the Indians were ignorant of Terry’s advance after he appeared on the ridge overlooking the valley. To believe that they were, is to ascribe to the Sioux and their allies the most careless and indifferent observation imaginable. Such carelessness and disregard of the first principles of security and information were contrary to their nature and habitual practice. It is interesting to ask if Terry’s halt encouraged the Indians in lessening their haste in getting away and in temporarily renewing their attack; thus giving their squaws more time for packing their tepees and property, or if other reasons dictated their action. The reader may judge for himself if the sight of Terry’s column, or Reno’s defence when his men were driven to their trenches, about 2 p.m., caused the Indians to definitely discontinue their fire about 3 p.m., and prepare for the retreat that will be mentioned later.

Late in the afternoon our weary comrades on Reno Hill saw a few horsemen in the valley, who were apparently left in observation. The grass was set on fire about 7 p.m., and through the smoke screen our friends saw “an immense moving mass crossing the plateau, going toward the Big Horn Mountains.” It was estimated that the “moving mass” was five or six miles away. Undoubtedly the “mass” mentioned was the retiring enemy, seen by the “Montana Column” at about the same hour, and about the same, or perhaps a little less distance, and reported by Muggins Taylor later as being Custer’s command. Terry was now not much farther from Reno than from the “moving mass,” for that night he bivouacked eight and three quarter miles from the foot of the hill occupied by that officer, measuring along our line of march followed the next day, but probably not more than 6 3/4 miles in an air line.

No effort, so far as known, was made during the night to inform the Department Commander of the situation, although it was surmised that Custer might have met Terry and that both were moving to the relief of the larger fraction of the former’s regiment. It was during this night of June 26-27 that Lieutenant De Rudio, Private O’Neal, Girard the interpreter, and a half breed scout named Jackson, who had been left in the bottom when Reno made his dash for the hills on the 25th, and who in the meantime had concealed themselves in the brush, ascended the bluffs and entered Reno’s lines. It would seem that their ability to do this would have suggested to Reno his plain duty to make strenuous efforts to communicate to Terry (supposed to be near with a command considerably smaller than the one Custer originally had), and inform him how roughly the larger detachment had been driven from the field, and the urgent necessity for him (Terry) to be on his guard. It would seem that even a proper regard for the interests of his own command would have dictated the propriety of such an earnest attempt, and his failure to do so can only be explained on the supposition that terror, aided by physical exhaustion, had paralyzed his faculty. [McClernand was too quick to condemn Reno on this point, for an attempt was made to communicate with Terry. See Appendix 4.8.]

The writer does not feel called upon to discuss the question of Reno’s personal courage, but only to weigh his qualifications for an independent command. It is not unlikely that under the immediate supervision of Custer he would have performed his duties as a subordinate in a way that would not have invited comment, but the courage to follow is one thing, and that to lead something very different. the first may dispense with all idea of responsibility for the movement about to be attempted, while the latter must assume it, and also demands a courage of convictions that is not to be shaken by the thought of the lives about to be sacrificed, or by the suggestions, always ready, of associates that it might be well to delay, to side step as we say. It was in leadership that Custer’s lieutenant seems to have failed, and that he had so failed and that Benteen was the man who stood between utter destruction and such safety as was found, was heard on all sides from his subordinates when Terry arrived. Many of the criticisms heard were severe. Later, before the Court of Inquiry that followed, many were toned down.

We may now turn to the lost five troops, found by Gibbon’s Chief of Scouts on the morning of the 27th, and follow their movements as best we may from the mute evidence derived from the groupings of the dead bodies where they fell o the hillsides, and from the meager statements of their comrades with Reno, made on the morning of the 27th as I recall them, and from statements written since by them and others.

It will be recalled that the 7th Cavalry crossed the dividing ridge between the Rosebud and the Little Big Horn rivers a little before noon on the 25th, and that shortly before this Custer told his officers that the Indians had discovered their presence, and that although he had not intended to attack until the next morning, the 26th, the day Terry had promised to be on the Little Big Horn, their discovery made immediate action imperative. In the division of the regiment that was made soon after crossing the summit Custer took five troops, Reno three, Benteen three, and McDougall one, together presumably with the troopers detailed as packers, and in addition a detachment of one non-commissioned officer and six men from each troop, that is, 84 men from the 12 troops. Recall that Benteen’s battalion was ordered to the left, either apparently because Custer thought the village extended farther to his left than was the case, or on the supposition that the Indians would run up the valley and Benteen would be in position to head them off. Reno went on toward the burning tepee and the river, while Custer with his battalion followed Reno closely, while at the same time bearing to the right. Reno was told to assault and that the “whole outfit” would support. As previously stated these instructions probably contemplated close support, and Reno so interpreted them, but again, apparently because Custer thought it desirable to gain some distance to the right so as to intercept the enemy if instead of trying to escape up stream he would run down the valley from Reno’s assault, or because the nature of the terrain threw him farther to the right than he contemplated - the fact remains his battalion became widely separated from the balance of the regiment, and he lost control over the greater portion of his command. If we accept the theory that he bore to the right with a view to intercepting the flight of the Indians down the valley, it is by no means necessary to conclude that he imagined such a wide interval would become necessary, for he probably did not foresee that the steepness of the bluffs below the point in the river where Reno was headed would be such as to prevent him (Custer) descending to the valley at a point comparatively near by. However, his battalion bore off to the right and was lost to view, although he, with a companion or two, were seen later by members of Reno’s command, on the bluffs overlooking the valley. His actions, the waving of his hat, seem to imply he was encouraging to vigorous action. Possibly, as previously stated, Custer was misled by seeing the vast pony herd being driven down stream along the plateau across the river, and was thus further encouraged in the belief that the Indians would not stand to meet his attacks. At all events, his command continued the down stream advance at a considerable distance back from the river.

When the battlefield was carefully gone over and studied by Gibbon’s command, and the remnants of the 7th Cavalry, I cannot recall that there was any dissenting opinion about Custer having descended from the bluffs by following down a large coulee that led to the river not far from the center of the village. If he entertained any intention to strike at the hostiles, or their camps, when he reached this coulee, it certainly invited him to descend, for it offered the first good opportunity for his command to reach the valley, after it commenced to bear to the right from Reno’s column. That he did enter the coulee and turn toward the river was shown by the position of the dead, so that there is apparently only to decide if the positions of the bodies marked the furthest advance toward the Little Big Horn. Godfrey holds, after careful talks in after years with some of his previous enemies, that Custer never was nearer the river than the position on the ridge on which he was found, and I doubt if he was ever nearer than where the extreme right of his final line rested, but I am still of the opinion that he was further down the coulee than where we found the remains of Calhoun’s and Keogh’s troops. The trails I saw, and the dispositions indicated by the positions of the dead men and horses, incline me to the belief that he went further down this coulee with the intention of crossing but was deterred therefrom by the Indians as they commenced to arrive in great numbers after having temporarily disposed of Reno. He then decided he must withdraw slightly and take the best attainable position on the higher hills to his rear. The pressure of the arriving Indians on his left flank as he moved toward the river - that is, up stream, nearest Reno’s position, and who naturally arrived first, forced his now retiring column to his new left, that is, down stream from the coulee marked as “Gall’s approach” on Godfrey’s map, and he first halted and dismounted Calhoun’s troop to hold them in check until he could place the balance of his command. Apparently Calhoun’s troop was not equal to the task imposed upon it, and he added Keogh’s a little farther on. I am of the opinion that an appreciable interval of time must have elapsed between the order for Calhoun to fight on foot, and the similar order given Keogh, for if they had been dismounted by the same command, or order, then the dead led horses of the two troops would have been found closer together. In his withdrawal, Custer moved his command between Calhoun’s position and “Custer Hill” - that is, the knoll on which he died - and dismounting on it, deployed the major part of what remained of his command as dismounted skirmishers along the ridge running from the said knoll toward the river, and possibly at the same time some of Smith’s troop on the higher ground extended toward Keogh’s position. These skirmishers toward the river were evidently told to turn their horses loose as no dead animals were lying along this line, although there were dead horses to their left on Custer’s knoll. Evidently Custer, who, facing death, had found himself and was thinking clearly and acting quickly, had decided that here they must fight to the death, or until Reno or Benteen brought relief. The position taken was the best obtainable. The line he established on the ridge mentioned, running from this position toward the river, showed more care taken in deploying and placing the men than, in my opinion, was shown on any other part of the entire field, including, of course, Reno’s several positions.

The intervals between the dead skirmishers were remarkably regular - so regular that the deployment of the line must have had the close supervision of some officer. My recollection is that the body of no officer was found on this line, which I do not understand. It is possible that officers were originally with the men there, but were among the last to survive, and in the end joined Custer and others on the knoll. At the lower end of the line - toward the river- in a deep coulee, slightly to the front and right of the line of skirmishers, a number of bodies, 28 1 believe, were found. They belonged to Smith’s and other troops originally placed further to the left. I am of the opinion that these men were at one time at the right of the skirmish line, having been sent there as they drifted to Custer’s knoll from Smith’s and other troops to the left, and when the end was approaching, as they were farthest from Custer, or the living controlling force on the knoll, they broke from the skirmish line in the hope of escaping observation in the deep coulee.

Calhoun’s troop practically, if not entirely, died where placed on the left of the line Keogh’s troop apparently mostly where placed, but Keogh himself was found about midway between Calhoun’s position and Custer’s, considerably nearer Custer’s knoll than where the troop dismounted. This does not necessarily imply the troop broke, and stampeded to Custer. I am inclined to think that when the latter had established himself, he ordered Keogh and what was left of his troop to join him, and it is not unlikely that he shifted the remnants of Smith’s troop at the same time.

A dead horse about a hundred, or 150 feet, more or less, from Custer’s knoll in the direction of Keogh’s and Calhoun’s positions, was pointed out to me as the animal ridden by Custer. The animal fell with his head toward the knoll, and from the position of his legs I judge he was traveling rapidly when he fell. Custer was evidently making for the knoll when his mount was shot, and it occurred to me at the time that the loss of his horse might have determined Custer to stand on the said knoll and mentioned ridge when he gained them, instead of trying to gain the still higher hills further toward the divide. I do not say that such was the case, for it is probable the pressure of the Indians was already too great to permit of a retreat much longer prolonged, or of further delay in establishing a firing line, especially to a man of Custer’s aggressive temperament, whose custom had always been to throw himself upon his foe, like a hound on a rabbit - but the thought at least suggests itself. He was dismounted, and doubtless many of his men also, the enemy was pressing, and here was a position on which they could stand and strike back - probably without hope of victory, but at least with the possibility of holding on until Reno or Benteen came, or that relief of dying like brave men. I think no thoughtful and unprejudiced man could have examined the last positions held by Custer, as marked by the dead, without being convinced that he was thinking clearly, fast and courageously. I said to myself, as did others doubtless, here a hero died. That his was the spirit of battle seemed clear from those who chose to die on that knoll with him. Some, I think many, with him must have killed their own horses to use their dead bodies for breastworks - the circle around the top of the knoll was not badly formed - undoubtedly other brave men died on the knoll, but to my mind at least, it seemed clear that he was the strong man, whose support was sought as the shadow of death was quickly closing down upon those heroes of the 7th Cavalry.

The next day was passed in burying the dead, bringing the wounded down to camp from “Reno’s Hill,” and in making hand litters for their transportation.

As we had but a few spades, the burial of the dead was more of a pretense than reality. A number were simply covered with sage brush. Yet we did our best.

At 6:30 p.m., on the 28th the hand litters being finished, the command was put in march for the mouth of the Little Big Horn, where the boat was supposed to be, but the difficulty of carrying the wounded by hand was so great, that although the march was continued until near midnight, we only covered a little over 4 1/2 miles.

The inefficiency of the hand litters having been demonstrated, the next day, June 29th, was spent in constructing mule litters. The credit for these, which worked well, is due to Captain Doane of the 2nd Cavalry…

At five o’clock p.m., we again started for the boat. The night was dark, the road unknown and the care of the wounded a difficult task.

When the Big Horn was reached, we found ourselves on a high plateau, and were at a loss to find a way to descend. Finally fires were started in a gully, and by this light the wounded were taken down and at 1:30 a.m., placed on the boat. The command followed to the banks of the river, and tired out, each man threw himself down to sleep. I was one of the last to leave the bluff, and on reaching the bottom my horse, in the darkness, struck a man lying on the ground a pretty hard blow with his foot. Whoever he was, he did not seem to like it, and he said he hoped that blank-blank fool riding that horse would stumble next time into the river. I did not join him in his wish, but considering his provocation, made no reply, and quietly stole away [McClernand goes on to describe events leading up to the junction of Terry and Crook]…

Instead of a rapid movement, the united Department commands marched over to Tongue River, down that stream nearly fifty miles, thence across to Powder River and down to its mouth. This distance was 126 miles - we were seven days in making it, an average of 18 miles a day. When finished, no one knew where the Indians were. A week before we arrived there on the 17th of August, many of General Crook’s horses were on their last legs…

[CN] 3.74
 [CT] GEN. EDWARD J. MCCLERNAND: INTERVIEW WITH WALTER CAMP, UNDATED

Walter Camp mss field notes, envelope 92 [unclassified] Indiana University, Lilly Library

Thinks Mark Kellogg’s remains found on east side of Custer Ridge, or about where his marker now is [other accounts place his body down in close proximity to the river]. Says there was a double column of fours down Medicine Tail Coulee and it turned across into dry coulee and up this to forks and then to Finley. No doubt about this being a cavalry trail, so regular. Tepees with dead Indians toward north end of village - about opposite Crazy Horse Gully. Bradley discovered Custer’s dead and counted 196. He had been on scout in Little Bighorn valley before fight. Was there with two companies a few weeks before fight. Jacobs and McClernand volunteered to go to Crook, but Terry would not consent to permit an officer to go. Says that on June 26 p.m. Terry offered Muggins Taylor $500 to get through and communicate with Custer. Muggins started but came back and reported that he had met part of Custer’s command and that the soldiers had fired at him, and he was swearing and saying that he would kill some of them the next time he would catch them in camp. He had evidently mistaken the Indians for Custer’s men.

McClernand says where Custer monument now stands there was a level plot 30 or 40 feet across - not more. This was the highest part of the ridge - in fact, it was the top of a knoll. Going along the ridge from east to west, there was quite a steep rise getting up to the knoll where Custer’s body lay. The bodies lay in a kind of half circle, convex toward east. Custer’s horse lay on top of the ridge at the foot of the knoll and perhaps 100 ft from Custer’s body. It is therefore certain that the end of the ridge has been graded down. At the time of the fight, Custer’s body must have lain as high as the top of the monument now is.

He says dead horses lay thick on the ridge where Finley lay. Says there were more than ten men between ridge and Crazy Horse Gully. Says while in camp off mouth of Rosebud heard of dead cavalry horse south of Yellowstone and not far from Rosebud. It was much talked of at the time and the conclusion was that the remains were one of Custer’s command who had either straggled behind when Custer marched up the Rosebud, or had escaped from the battle of the Little Bighorn. It seems improbable that he could have been a straggler, else he would have hardly given out there, and if killed by Indians his gun would not have been with him.

McClernand has faint recollection that one of Custer’s men was found in river below Ford B. Never heard that Capt. Ball on his scout on Indian trail on June 28 found any dead Indians. Cannot recall any dead bodies on Cut Bank Hill or near river. At mouth of Little Bighorn on June 26 he heard the three Crows call across the river, and the interpreter said they told that Custer’s men had been killed like buffalo the day before.

[CN] 3.75
 [CT] CAPTAIN THOMAS M. MCDOUGALL: TESTIMONY AT THE RENO COURT OF INQUIRY, 1879

Captain Thomas M. McDougall was the commander of Company “B” which acted as the rear guard on 25 June. As rear guard, B Company would have been marched behind the pack train and its duties would have included protection of the train, as well as scooping up stragglers whose horses may have given out or become unable to maintain the pace of the advance. As the senior officer with the train and escort, McDougall would have had command of the whole, although the management of the train was the responsibility of Lieutenant Edward Mathey.

McDougall’s company was detached from the battalion assigned to Captain Miles Keogh. It is a matter of conjecture as to whether McDougall drew this assignment because he had been the last to report his company ready at the Officers’ Call prior to crossing the divide, or that it was simply his turn in the rotation of this duty.

His testimony is reproduced here in its entirety, with a minimum of editing as to grammar, punctuation and spelling, and with a few notes interjected where deemed helpful.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) State your name, rank, regiment and where serving.

A) Thomas M. McDougall, Captain, commanding Company B, 7th Cavalry, serving at Fort Yates, Standing Rock Agency, Dakota Territory.

Q) Where were you serving on the 25th and 26th of June 1876? With what command, and under what commanding officer?

A) I was serving under the command of General Custer on the 25th and 26th of June 1876, commanding the rear guard in rear of the pack train.

Q) Under what other commanding officer did you serve?

A) During the 25th I fell under the command of Major Reno, 7th Cavalry.

Q) State to what special duty you were assigned on the morning of the 25th, by whom, and what were your orders?

A) On June 25th, about 11 o’clock a.m., I reported to General Custer for orders. He told me to take charge of the pack train and act as rear guard.

Q) Where was that?

A) That was on the divide between the Rosebud and the Little Big Horn.

Q) What effective force had you with the pack train that day?

A) My company was composed of about 45 men, and there were about 80 men belonging to the pack train, and 5 or 6 citizen packers.

Q) State where it was, if you know, that Captain Benteen’s column diverged to the left from General Custer.

A) I can’t say. I was bothered with straggling mules and did not see Captain Benteen till he was 7 or 800 yards from where we started. The regiment was divided into three columns, and I kept as near as possible to the center with my pack train. After they got 7 or 800 yards ahead I saw no more of any of them till I got on the hill.

Q) From that point where the regiment separated, state all that happened in regard to the manner of movements, the halts, the orders received, and every circumstance and fact within your recollection, up to the time you joined Major Reno on the hill.

A) We started about 20 minutes after the command left. Lieutenant Mathey in advance with the pack mules made the trail, and we followed in the rear. Whose trail he followed I don’t know, whether an Indian trail or that of General Custer. We proceeded along the trail till we came to a kind of nearby watering place, where I found 5 or 6 mules mired. I dismounted my company to assist the packers and we got them out in about 20 minutes. We adjusted the packs and started on. About 4 miles from there we came to an Indian tepee. I dismounted and looked inside and found 3 dead Indians and a fire built round. From that point, I saw in the distance a very large smoke, and I told Lieutenant Mathey to halt for a few minutes till we could close up the entire train and prepare for action, which we did. About a mile from that point, Lieutenant Mathey sent word to me that the fight was going on. I told him to hurry up with the mules as fast as possible.

I went on about 2 miles and saw some black objects on the hill in a mass, and I thought they were Indians. I told my company we would have to charge that party and get to the command. We drew our pistols. I put one platoon in front of the pack train and one in the rear, and charged to where those persons were. I found out then that it was Major Reno and his command. I should state that about a quarter of an hour before reaching there, I heard firing to my right, and as soon as I arrived I reported to Major Reno that I had brought up the pack train alright, without losing any of the animals, and that I heard firing on my right [McDougall’s arrival would have been after Custer’s command had been destroyed.. The firing he heard may have come from warriors firing into dead bodies on the field, or from D Company, which was up ahead and firing at a distance at warriors approaching them].

Q) Describe that firing and in what direction it was.

A) I was going towards the Little Big Horn and to my right would be north.

Q) Would that be up or down the stream?

A) I did not know at the time but when I got to the command I knew it was downstream.

Q) Describe that firing.

A) It was just two volleys. I told Major Reno about it and he said, “Captain, I lost your lieutenant, he is lying down there.” Then I left Major Reno and went to my company, and threw out a skirmish line. I waited about half an hour. When I heard the bugle sounded to mount, I mounted up and followed the command in single file towards a high mountain down the stream.

After going about a quarter of a mile, Captain Moylan met me and said his men could not keep up with their wounded. I told him if he would take the responsibility, I would let him have one of my platoons. He said, “all right,” and so I took the second platoon in person down to where he was. Upon returning to join the first platoon of my company, I saw the men “left about” to go back to our original position. Captain Benteen then put me in position on a kind of ridge facing this large hill or down the river facing the Indian village.

Then Major Reno came there by my company and said, “Captain, be sure to hold that point at all hazards.” The troops were then being assigned to the different places and the general engagement ensued. Very heavy fighting commenced, and we fought until about 9 o’clock that night - the heaviest kind of fighting, and officers and men displayed great courage.

Then I went at nightfall and got some hardtack for my men, and a box of ammunition. The engagement began the next morning about half past two o’clock, being very heavy towards 10 o’clock, when they made a general sally on us but we stood them off and drove them back. At about 2 o’clock Captain Benteen came down bareheaded to me and with his hat in his hand, said to me, “Captain, you will have to charge the Indians with your company, as they are firing into me pretty heavily, both with arrows and bullets, so get your men ready and start out,” which I did, going about 60 yards, when the firing was so heavy on my right and rear that I had to retire to our original position.

Major Reno then came up to where I was and said, “Captain, how are you getting along?” I told him very well. He asked me which way I thought the Indians were going. I informed him I thought they were going downstream. He then invited me to take a walk around with him, which I did. He then informed me that he wanted to change the position that night, as the stench, the flies and the filth were so great that the men probably would get sick. The Indians withdrew about 5 o’clock, when Major Reno put us in a new position. The next morning, the 27th, General Terry’s command arrived and we were informed of the annihilation of the other portion of the regiment. That is all the statement I have to make.

Q) State, if you can, about how far it was, and how long it took you, after this division was made by General Custer, to reach that watering place you have described.

A) I can’t form any idea of the time, as I was in the rear sometimes with one mule or sometimes with five. I was troubled about losing animals and resisting an attack, and I have no idea of distance or of time.

Q) Can you form no idea at all of the distance?

A) I can’t state. I only remember that from this morass to Major Reno’s position, I think it was about 8 miles.

Q) Did you receive any orders during that march, from the place where you received General Custer’s orders, till you reached Major Reno’s command on the hill?

A) No, sir, the only thing was Lieutenant Mathey said the engagement was going on.

Q) You received no notification to hurry up the pack train?

A) No, sir. I think Lieutenant Mathey got that order. He told me about it, and I told him to hurry up, I was very anxious about it.

Q) How far were you from the hill when you observed those black objects thinking them to be Indians?

A) I judge it was about 2 miles.

Q) Describe at what gait the pack train was moving?

A) The front part of the mules were going at a sort of dog trot, the rear were being pulled with lariats and whipped with black snakes to get them along.

Q) State about what hour in the day it was you joined Major Reno on the hill.

A) I think it was quarter to four or four o’clock in the afternoon.

Q) You afterwards visited the Custer battlefield?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Where was Major Reno’s position in reference to that firing you heard before reaching him?

A) The firing was down the Little Big Horn from him, and as I was going toward Major Reno, the firing was on my right.

Q) He was between you and the sound of the firing?

A) He was in the angle.

Q) As near or nearer to the firing than you?

A) He was about four or four and one-half miles from the firing and I was about the same. The sound could resound through the hills.

Q) Was the sound loud?

A) No, it was a dull sound, just two volleys. I thought it was some of the command.

Q) What command did you believe it pertained to on arriving on the hill?

A) I thought it must be General Custer and the Indians.

Q) How many times did you report that firing to Major Reno?

A) Only once, as soon as I arrived with the pack train.

Q) How near were you to him?

A) I walked right up to him, close enough to report to him.

Q) Did he make any reply in regard to the firing at all?

A) He just said, “Captain, you have lost your lieutenant, he is lying down there.” I then walked off and formed a skirmish line.

Q) Did he give you orders to do it?

A) No, sir. I did it as any officer would do.

Q) What was the disposition there of the troops when you arrived?

A) All were quiet, the same as at a halt. I did not know anything was going on at all with the command till I had thrown out the skirmish line, and went back and heard the officers talking about it.

Q) After deploying your company as skirmishers what did you do?

A) I went and talked with the officers, till the order to mount was given, and then I mounted as I have stated.

Q) That call was sounded by the trumpet was it?

A) Yes, sir - trumpet signals were sounded right along that march, and reveille next morning.

Q) Did you observe anything about that time, down the stream to the left in the bottom? If so, state what?

A) I saw a very large herd of ponies and tepees. It seemed to me like a regular city of them.

Q) To the left of the command in the direction of where Major Reno had been engaged in the timber, what did you see?

A) Only a few men. I don’t know whether Indians or not.

Q) About how many?

A) I don’t know. I was too busy.

Q) Were there enough to impress you that there was a large force there or only scattering?

A) There was a large force in the village. We saw no large number till we took position on the hill finally.

Q) When you came up, was there any engagement going on?

A) No, sir. As far as I remember everything was quiet.

Q) Did you receive any notice or order as to where you were going, at the time the signal was sounded?

A) No, sir. I knew we were going in the direction of the village.

Q) Do you know by whose orders the return movement was made?

A) I do not. I was coming from Captain Moylan and saw the “left about,” and I continued on and Captain Benteen put me in position.

Q) How long were you, in going down the stream?

A) I can’t tell.

Q) About how far did you move down the stream?

A) I was the tail end of the command and I suppose I moved not over a quarter of a mile.

Q) Can you tell how much time intervened from the time you arrived on the hill till that movement was made?

A) About half an hour.

Q) You stated you saw Major Reno on your arrival on the hill?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Where did you next see him and when?

A) When I joined my company, when it was in position, and the next time was when he came and invited me to take a walk with him on the afternoon of the next day.

Q) Was the firing ceasing at that time?

A) No, the bullets were flying fast.

Q) You saw him how often during those two days?

A) Three times.

Q) What time in the afternoon of the 26th did the fire of the Indians decrease?

A) I think about half past 3 or 4 o’clock.

Q) On the night of the 25th of June, what preparation did you make, if any, to resist the Indians?

A) I told the men to take their butcher knives and tin cups - we had no axes - and throw up some dirt and make some kind of barricade for their heads, so the Indians could not see our heads. We had no breastworks, merely a shelter for our heads.

Q) By whose order were those preparations made?

A) By my order.

Q) Did you receive any orders that night from Major Reno or his adjutant?

A) No, sir.

Q) What was the position of your company with reference to that of Captain Benteen?

A) I was facing toward the Indian village, and could not see anything in my rear. Captain Benteen was behind a knoll, and I did not see his position till the afternoon, when I walked round with Major Reno.

Q) Your company was not connected with his in any way?

A) No, sir. I was facing the village.

Q) In that charge you speak of having made, can you state whether any other companies participated in it than your own?

A) I was only paying attention to my own company, but on retiring I saw Lieutenants Varnum and Hare, and Captain Weir.

Q) State fully your opinion of the conduct of Major Reno as commanding officer in that battle in regard to courage, coolness and efficiency, as far as they came within your knowledge.

A) When I found him he seemed to me to be perfectly cool. He had nothing to say, and during the day I did not see him till I went round with him. He was perfectly cool then. He had no enthusiasm as far as I could observe, but he was as brave as any man there in my opinion. The officers and all the men were brave. I saw no man show the white feather, or show any indication of fear at all.

Q) State if Major Reno’s conduct was such as to inspire his command with confidence and courage in resisting the enemy, or the reverse. Give your opinion fully, and the facts upon which it is based.

A) I think he would make as stubborn a fight as any man, but I don’t think he could encourage the men like others. Men are different, some are dashing and others have a quiet way of going through. I think he did as well as anybody else could do. That is my opinion. Having so small a command fighting Indians, every man was taking care of his own duties.

Q) State if you saw enough of Major Reno during those days to have a conclusive opinion in your own mind as to his conduct.

A) I thought after he came the next afternoon and asked me to take a walk with him, he had plenty of nerve. The balls were flying around, and the men were in their entrenchments firing away. We took it easily and slowly.

Q) Did you see the hostile village moving away on the 26th?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Describe it.

A) It seemed to be about a mile and a half away - an immense village passing along with all their traps. It seemed to me like there were 5000 persons; it looked like a division or two of mounted men.

Q) It looked like that number moving?

A) Yes, sir - about that many moving.

Q) Do you include the men, women and children?

A) I don’t think there were many children.

Q) Do you include the men and women?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) How about the pony herd?

A) It presented a large appearance.

Q) How long was that mass?

A) Two or three miles and very broad, it looked like an immense mass.

Q) What did the bulk of that mass appear to be?

A) I could not tell at that distance.

Q) State whether the ponies were all mounted, or principally driven.

A) I think 3,000 were mounted or perhaps 4,000, it is hard to judge. I know we gave them cheers as they moved away.

Q) Did you examine the place where the village had been?

A) Yes, sir. I went there with my company.

Q) What evidence did you see as to its size, or number of lodges?

A) I made no careful examination. I went to get implements to bury our dead comrades of General Custer’s command.

Q) What do you estimate was the effective fighting force of that village and upon what do you base it?

A) I base it upon the immense herd that they had. I think there were about 3,000 fighting men, probably over that. I did not see many indications of children.

Q) You think from what you saw there were 3,000 warriors and two or three thousand women?

A) I think there were 3 or 4000 warriors and about 1000 women. I think they had about 5000 Indians.

Q) In regard to the number of tepees, did you make any estimate of them?

A) No, sir, I did not. There was an immense city of them.

Q) Did you examine the Custer battlefield or the route General Custer took? If so, state all the circumstances that came under your observation, in regard to the fate of General Custer’s command.

A) I only went to where I presume the skirmish line was killed. Major Reno then ordered me to take my company and go to the village, and get implements to bury the dead. On returning he ordered me to bury Company E, the one I had formerly commanded for 5 years, and to identify the men as far as possible. I found most of them in a ravine.

Q) Here is a ravine marked “H” on the map, state if that is the one?

A) That is where the most of Company E were found to the best of my recollection - about half were in the ravine and the other half on a line outside.

Q) What appeared to have been the nature of the conflict there?

A) I have no idea. All the men were lying on their faces and appeared to have been shot mostly in the side.

Q) Were the evidences such as indicated to your mind a stand had been made there?

A) I thought they fought the best they could, and probably were attacked from both sides.

Q) Where was the skirmish line you speak of?

A) About a hundred yards from the ford where I crossed [there was no skirmish line in close proximity to any ford].

Q) Can you locate the ford?

A) I think that is the place marked “B.”

Q) How far was that skirmish line from the river?

A) I can’t tell that. I can’t give even a good guess.

Q) On the knolls and ridges as far as you observed, did there appear to have been an organized resistance, or to have the appearance of a rout or panic?

A) I did not see any bodies but of the one company in the ravine. I did not go over the field at all. I buried that company and started on the march to where General Terry was encamped.

Q) State whether, to your knowledge, there was any uneasiness or solicitude in Major Reno’s command as to what had become of General Custer and his command.

A) I did not converse much except with Captain Godfrey. During the night of the 25th I think the conclusion was that he had met the same crowd, and they were either following him or else he had gone to join General Terry. We could not judge very well there. That was only my opinion.

Q) What was that based upon?

A) We had heard firing down there and all the Indians had come back after us, and I thought perhaps he had retreated to General Terry, and they had come back to finish our command.

Q) Was there any reason to believe that General Custer would leave a part of his command if it was a possible thing for him to get to it?

A) That is hard to say. It would depend upon the way he was fixed entirely. I can’t state.

Q) State if any attempt was made by Major Reno to, by his order, obtain information on the subject of where General Custer was with his command, during the 25th or 26th.

A) I think during the night of the 25th. I understood he was going to send a scout through. It was just hearsay and I can’t say who I heard it from. It may have been some of the men talking about it.

Q) Do you know of your own knowledge whether any attempt was made or not?

A) I do not.

Q) Do you know about how many men Major Reno had on the hill with him after you joined?

A) I think he had about 260 or 280 men, something like that [see Appendix 5.17 for numbers].

Q) Do you know what force started in with his own column?

A) No, sir, I do not.

Q) Can you form any idea?

A) I think the companies averaged some 45 men, perhaps a little more.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) Was there at any time, any belief on the part of the command under Major Reno that General Custer and his command were destroyed?

A) No, sir. We had no idea they were destroyed.

Q) Was it any more reasonable to think that they were destroyed than that the command of Major Reno was?

A) No, sir.

Q) You regarded their position as about similar?

A) I presumed so.

Q) There was no knowledge of General Custer’s fate until after General Terry’s command came up?

A) No, sir. We did not know what had become of him at all.

Q) When you reached the top of the hill where Major Reno was, Captain Benteen and his command were already there?

A) Yes, sir, they were resting there.

Q) Were they already in skirmish line?

A) I saw none at all. I went to where Captain Benteen was after I threw out my line. I did not visit the whole command.

Q) There was no firing just then?

A) I heard none.

Q) In throwing out your skirmish line you regarded that as part of your duty as company commander?

A) Yes, sir, because I thought I would be ready if an Indian attack came on. I was always taught to look out for myself.

Q) You did not see the location of Captain Benteen’s company till the afternoon of the 26th?

A) No, sir.

Q) You were earnestly engaged with matters in front?

A) Yes, sir, I was firing towards the village. Everything in the rear, I did not go back to see. I know they were holding their places by the firing.

Q) That showed that the line was being kept in position?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State what Major Reno said to you on the 25th just before the engagement became general.

A) “Be sure to hold that position at all hazards,” or words to that effect.

Q) Did not the duty you discharged follow as a part of that command?

A) Yes, sir, he knew I would hold that place, or would send him word I could not.

Q) What you did was necessarily in obedience to that general direction?

A) Yes, sir. I would hold that place unless I was whipped out, or got orders to go somewhere else.

Q) Was there any occasion for inspiriting the officers or men there?

A) Some men need it, and others don’t.

Q) Did the command fight well?

A) Yes, sir - no command ever fought harder.

Q) Was there any evidence of cowardice on the line?

A) No, sir.

Q) There was no necessity for encouraging words?

A) Some commanders go round to see their troops and others do not.

Q) That is a matter of temperament and disposition?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Was there any need of inspiriting the men there?

A) No, sir, not on the part of the line where I was.

Q) Before you moved out from the hill, Captain Weir’s company had moved on down the stream?

A) I don’t know, I did not see much of him. I remember seeing him pass back by me soon after I got into position.

Q) Don’t you know, from evidence that afterwards reached you, that Captain Weir moved down the river with his company, in advance of the command?

A) I don’t know positively how he got there.

Q) You were almost in the rear of the command?

A) Yes, sir, next to the rear company.

Q) You were a less distance down the river than those in advance?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State if an effort was not made that afternoon by the whole command to open communication with General Custer, and it failed.

A) We advanced in that direction. We would all have been killed if we had got to the top of the hill where Captain Weir was. We had the best position we could get in that country.

Q) You retired because you were unable to go any further?

A) I presume so.

Q) Did not a large number of Indians immediately after attack you?

A) Yes, sir, I had not been in position over 5 or 6 minutes till there was a terrible racket there.

Q) State what, if anything, you saw that indicated that Major Reno was drunk?

A) Nothing, I saw no whiskey in the command.

Q) Did you hear that he was drunk?

A) No, sir.

Q) If such had been the fact, don’t you think it would have been known?

A) I think someone would have known it.

Q) If he was drunk, stammering and staggering on the night of the 25th, do you think it would have remained unnoticed by the officers?

A) I think if he had been drunk, someone would have found it out, of course.

Q) Would it not have been impossible, in your judgment, for the commanding officer to have been in that condition without its being known to the command?

A) I don’t know. Some men can hide whiskey pretty well. That is a hard question for a man to answer.

Q) If they hide whiskey pretty well, they are not staggering and stammering are they?

A) I don’t suppose they are.

Q) You never heard any reflection on his conduct in this respect?

A) No, sir. I never heard anything of the kind. I did not know there was any whiskey along.

Q) You could see the men were cool, when you got on the hill?

A) Yes, sir. They were all cool, to my judgment.

Q) Do I understand you to say that you came to the hill; you reported to Major Reno; and then threw out your company in skirmish form?

A) I reported to him that I had brought up the pack train all right, and then I said to him I had heard firing to my right. Then he said, “Captain, your lieutenant has been killed and is lying down there.” Then it was that I threw out a skirmish line.

Q) After you threw out the line and returned to the officers, it was then, for the first time, you learned what had taken place in the timber?

A) I saw Captain Benteen, and he said that they had had a fight down there. I did not ask him the particulars, and it was but a short time till we were mounted up.

Q) During the time you were on the hill, provision was made for the care of the wounded?

A) To the best of my knowledge it was. I did not go near the wounded men till we were on the march, when I went to Captain Moylan’s assistance.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) State how many companies were on the hill with Major Reno when you arrived.

A) He had 7 companies.

Q) How many had General Custer with him?

A) He had 5.

Q) You say you were placed in position by Captain Benteen [after the return from Weir Point]?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) It was then Major Reno came along and told you to hold that position at all hazards?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Was there any danger there, at that instant? Was there any firing there, at that time?

A) No, sir – but about five minutes after, there was.

Q) Do you know how many wounded Captain Moylan had?

A) I think there were 7 men – some were being carried in blankets, and some on horses.

Q) Those were all the wounded you observed?

A) Yes, sir. I did not pay much attention.

Q) Was there any engagement with the Indians going down the river?

A) Not to my knowledge.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) You were in the rear of the column?

A) Yes, sir - next company to the rear.

Q) When you came to the top of the hill, the command of Major Reno had lost men by death and also had wounded men?

A) Yes, sir - to the best of my knowledge.

Q) How many men does it take to carry a wounded man?

A) From four to six.

Q) There were about seven wounded men?

A) Yes, sir. I believe so.

McDougall was later recalled by the Recorder, and testified as follows:

Question by the Recorder:

Q) State, if you know, who buried Lieutenant Hodgson body.

A) On the night of the 26th of June 1876, I took Privates Ryan and Moore of my company, and we went and got Lieutenant Hodgson’s body, and carried it to my breastworks, and kept it there until the next morning on the 27th. After sewing him up in a blanket and a poncho, I proceeded with those two men to bury him [there is a difference of opinion as to who buried Hodgson and where he was buried].

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) That was after the fight?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Where was the body lying?

A) Near where Major Reno crossed from the woods.

Q) On which side of the river?

A) On the side we made our stand, the right-hand side.

Q) Do you know whether Major Reno went to that body on the afternoon of the 25th?

A) I know he was going to send someone, I don’t know whether he went himself or not.

Q) Don’t you know some valuables were recovered from his body on that afternoon?

A) I don’t know. I heard of it.

[CN] 3.76
 [CT] HENRY MECHLING: LETTER TO JAMES BRADDOCK, JULY 16, 1921

“The nations of the earth shall know

That love, not hate, alone can glow

In soldier by valor tried

On many a field, and this our pride,

When heroes of the Blue and Gray

Shall each to each due homage pay,

And scorn with all their martial souls

The cowards base and venal houIs

Who shunned the conflict they had bred,

And live but to malign the dead.”

A CONFEDERATE SOLDIER.

July 16, 1921

Mr. James Braddock

Mount Pleasant, Pennsylvania.

Dear Friend:

At your request 1 will try and write of the “Custer Massacre, or the Battle of the Little Big Horn,” as far back as 1876. As you well know, the United States Government had very little control over the savages who roamed over 100,000 square miles of territory committing depredations of all kind on the settlers who blazed the trail for the coming generations. With the results mentioned above, it is easy to see that the “Custer Massacre,” was brought on by these Red Devils. This battle was fought on the 25 of June 1876.

General Sheridan thought that winter was the best time to fight or subdue the Indians, and so ordered three columns fitted out in haste and to be commanded by three Generals. One column was organized by General Gibbon, a second by General Crook and a third by General Custer; the latter having incurred the ill will of General Grant, was placed second in command, and General Terry was ordered to take command of the third column.

“The Battle of the Little Big Horn as I recall from memory.” On May the 17th, 1876, we left Fort Lincoln for the valley of the Yellowstone, and on the 27th of May we crossed into the Bad Lands. On the first and second of June we encountered a heavy fall of snow and storm causing the command to halt. Each troop had 11 pack mules, and on the tenth of June, Major Reno was sent up the Powder River to reconnoitre, having a detachment of six troops and 12 rations (Major Reno belonged to General Custer’s regiment). It was on the 17th of June that General Crook fought the same band of Indians on “Goose Creek.” I was with Major Reno up on the Powder River on the 21st.

General Custer’s command reached the Rosebud finding General Terry who had left the command to meet General Gibbon, whose command travelled from Montana to the Powder River where they held a con- ference. Major Reno started up the Rosebud to find a trail of the Indians. The bugle sounded and we mounted; the regiment was ordered to take fifteen day’s rations of hard—tack, coffee and sugar. Twelve days of bacon and fifty rounds of ammunition, on pack mule per man, 2 pistols, one hundred carbines, on his person or in saddle bags. Forage of twelve pounds of oats to be carried on horse. This meant some 80 pounds, besides the riders’ weights which was 150 pounds, and the saddle equipment.

On the twenty-second of June, the Seventh Cavalry marched out of the mouth of the Rosebud, with the band playing “Garry Owen.” We thought there was trouble ahead, which there was. The twenty- third and twenty-fourth of June we found the first sign of Indians on the trail. Late in the evening the General had officers call sounded. The night of the twenty-fourth we marched from 11:30 pm to 2:00 am on the twenty-fifth. At 8 a.m. the march was taken up, and about 1 o’clock, as near as I can recollect, the fighting began June 25, 1876. The five companies that Custer had was wiped out. Two hundred and twenty enlisted men were wiped out, and thirteen commissioned officers. Major Reno had three companies and Ree Indian Scouts. Benteen had three companies; his orders were to keep well to the left, and drive all before him. Major Reno was ordered to cross the stream and charge the village. Custer was to swing to the left and drive the Indians toward the Big Horn Mountains. That was the way it was planned, but instead of charging, Major Reno dismounted his troops, fighting on foot, then seeing his mistake, he gave the command to mount and charge the village, but a great many of the horses stampeded and the troopers were riderless. Then the force was thrown on Custer. Reno retreated to the bluff. John Martini, the orderly trumpeter, came from Custer’s command with a verbal order. This is what he said: “Hurry up Captain Benteen. Hurry up, big village. Hurry up quick.” Just as we came to the divide we saw Major Reno’s command.

Coming to the bluff I heard Major Reno say: “We are whipped” (to Captain Benteen), who in answer said: “I guess not.” I remember as if it had happened yesterday. Major Reno had a red turkey bandana handkerchief tied over his head, and was very much excited. Captain Benteen got the command pacified and we proceeded towards General Custer. We had gotten only a short way from Reno when recall was sounded, and we came back to Major Reno. I was over the battle ground twenty years ago, as it was the twenty-fifth anni-versary of the Battle of the Little Big Horn. The Whites and Indians met to honor the battle-scarred veterans of 1876. And they expatiated on the way the country had changed (the Whites and the Red Men), and that peace had followed the battle. I was three days with Superintendent Grove, now in charge of the National Cemetery where this great battle was fought, and a half-breed Indian was with us when we scouted the country over for miles. The Crow Indians say it is their belief that if Major Reno had charged instead of dismounting, or with his men on foot, that General Custer and his command would have been victorious. I am right here to say that Captain Benteen saved the day by giving the order to charge and had this not been done not a man would be left to tell the tale. Friend James Braddock, as you have asked me how I came to get the Medal of Honor I will say that Age is crowding me in the seventieth year. And forty-five years since the fight of the Little Big Horn, June 25-26, 1876 - I can hardly think of the horrors of those three days that I passed through.

The two days after fighting, June 27th and 28th, 1876, were spent in burying of the dead and moving the wounded to the steamboat, Far West. I was the extreme skirmisher on the left and my orders was to watch the crossing till driven away, then report to Captain Benteen. In the morning of the 26th, I can’t tell the hour, I was forced to retreat and I reported that the Indians had the camp surrounded. Captain Benteen told me to go back and lie down. He said: “Men, we have the Indians all around us. When I give the order to charge, yell and fire your pieces all you know how.” That was where Captain Benteen saved the command as the Indians were ready to make the final dash. While I was on the skirmish line they made a half circle for protection from the Indians’ rifle fire. I got in as sharpshooter, but was not very long in this place till a man said: “Come, let’s go down to the stream and get some water for the wounded.” These men, the wounded, were calling for water. We loaded with canteens across the shoulders and down to the stream we went, but there was one man, Mike Madden, who preceded us. Mike Madden was a saddler belonging to K Troop. He did not get any water as the Indians had shot him through both legs, and on the 27th of June he had one leg amputated. He took nothing but a drink of whiskey, saying to the doctor after the amputation took place: “Give me another pull at the bottle and you can take the other leg off.” We took two camp kettles that Madden had, filled them with water, went back into the ravine where we filled our canteens. We had a hard time getting back up the hill on account of the heft of the canteens which were filled with water.

We gave water to the Field Hospital and took some to the men in the half circle (or breast works). I asked Captain Benteen if he wanted a drink. He said he would give all he was worth for a drink. I gave him a drink from the canteen. He asked me where I got it and I told him that another man and myself went down to the stream and got it. Here I will state that I don’t recall who the man was, but would give a great deal to know. By this time the men in the half circle or barricade, were going to make a break for the water. Benteen, our captain, said that he would shoot the first man that attempted to go. Drawing his revolver in a business like manner, he pointed to a knoll or a raise in the ground and asked me if I thought it would be of any advantage if there were some men stationed there. I told him yes, as the Indians were stationed in the timber, and the men could cover the timber from that point. He said: “Mechlin, will you go? I can’t order you to go.” I said: “Yes.” And three others, George Geiger, Charles Windolph and Otto Volt, ran down a hill onto a table land, then up to the knoll, getting protection. We were under fire for nearly four hours. That was how I won the Medal of Honor. The following are the names of the men who carried water.

Sergeant Stanislaus Roy

Private Abram B. Brandt

Sergeant R. D. Hutchison

George Scott

Frank Tolan of D Troop

James Pim

Neil Bancroft of A Troop

Frederick Deetline

Thomas Callan

Private Peter Thompson

Private D. W. Harris

William M. Harris

C. H. Welch

J. W. Stevens

T.W. Golden

These were the men awarded the medal.

Henry Mechlin

[CN] 3.77
 [CT] HENRY W. B. MECHLING: WALTER CAMP INTERVIEW, UNDATED

Walter Camp mss field notes, envelope 75 [unclassified] University of Indians, Lilly Library

Graves uncovered by Grover in June, 1903, some weeks before I (W.M.C.) was there. Four in one grave: Corpl. Lell of H, Meador of H, Tanner of M (alias Gephart), Voight of M, identified by Mechling. Voss lay nearest the river, about 200 yards from the cut bank near Crazy Horse Gully. On January 27, 1914, I saw Tom O’Neill and he told me again that the body of Voss lay across Vickory’s head.

“Martin met us at the water hole (this may have been Knipe). Martin was leading us toward Custer when Reno came out of the bottom. We advanced to the high peaks toward Custer and found the Indians thick beyond it. Vincent Charley’s remains were found by Grover in 1903. (Mechling says Grover found a body in the place where I (W.M.C.) know Charley was buried or killed; so it must have been Charley’s.) Where Custer lay there were horses that had been shot down and a good many extra shells. When we first heard Reno’s firing we were perhaps 1/2 or 3/4 mile from the river and Martin was with us. (If this be true, it clears up the question why Martin saw no fighting or retreating in the bottom.)

“On night of June 25, the Indians were crossing the river and coming up the coulee from which they charged later. This was one route by which they got to east of Benteen’s line. Before we four guarded the water I and another H Co. man had gone down. Madden had been wounded, and my partner took the same camp kettle that Madden had used, and filled it, and before he got to the ravine it was punctured with a bullet about 3” from the top. I filled my canteens from the kettle and could hardly get up to Benteen’s line (the hill was so steep and several canteens were strapped around my shoulders).

“I asked Benteen if he wanted a drink, and he said he would give all he was worth if he could get one. I told him I had water, and he said: ‘Where did you get it?’ He drank about half a canteen full. Then the whole line were about to start to the river for water and Benteen had to make threats to prevent them from leaving the line and making a break for the river.”

Says Gibson insisted on borrowing Mechling’s carbine on evening of June 25, and Benteen advised letting him have it. Mechling then borrowed Lell’s carbine, but it was dirty from firing and would not eject cartridges. He then went to find Gibson and found him lying flat on the ground, having thrown carbine away. Says Gibson acted cowardly all through the battle.

After Benteen had a drink he said to Mechling: “’Do you suppose you could take a detail down onto that bench and guard the men who are trying to get water?’ and I said I would try. So I took Windolph, Geiger and Voit and went down. The Indians off to the north had the range on us, and when their fire got too hot we had to get to the south slope of the hill, when the Indians to the south would crack away at us and then we would run over to the north slope, and in this way kept repeating the performance.”

Says Benteen was the real commander on Reno Hill. Says the brush along the Little Bighorn where the men went to get water had Indians concealed, who would open fire as soon as any man ran for water.

[CN] 3.78
 [CT] MNICOUJOU AND TWO KETTLES: STORIES FROM THE HOSTILES

The following accounts are from Mnicoujou and Two Kettles participants in the fights. The Mnicoujou camp circle was close to the southern end of the village, and consequently many of the Mnicoujou warriors played active roles in the fight against Reno in the valley. Their accounts often encompass both Reno and Custer fields of action, unlike those of the Oglalas and Cheyennes who mostly missed out on the Reno fight but fought in large numbers against Custer.

The Two Kettles were comparatively few in number, something less than 20 lodges under Runs the Enemy (see below) having joined the hostile throng just before the fight on the Rosebud against Crook. Their camp was also down the river from the Hunkpapa camp and so they also fought mainly against Custer. The short excerpts given below relate mostly to the Custer fight.

All of these stories have been edited somewhat and I have added a commentary where I thought same necessary or helpful.

TURTLE RIB FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH WALTER CAMP 1908.

This story is given in Camp’s words based upon his interview notes. Turtle Rib was about 27 years old at the time of the Custer battle.

…He fought under Lamedeer…They came into the village from the direction of the Rosebud, arriving on the day before the battle. The soldiers were following their trail. Three days before this their men had engaged a considerable band of Crows. The village was arranged in camps of the different tribes in the following order, down the river: Uncpapa, Blackfeet (under Black Moon), Minneconjou, Sans Arc, Ogalalla, Northern Cheyenne, Brule (these last two should probably be reversed).

The fighting started against the camp of the Uncpapas. He (Turtle Rib) was asleep when the soldiers were first reported in the valley but got in before the fighting stopped and killed one of the Rees. He saw other Rees getting away with a drove of Sioux ponies. The fighting against Reno did not last long. He could not say how many minutes, but only a few.

He did not see the fighting at Ford B [Medicine Tail], but when he passed back through the village to go against the soldiers on the high ground across the river (Custer) the women were stampeded and the children were crying. They said soldiers had come over the hill from the east and had been driven back. When he got up with the soldiers, there was a running fight with some of the soldiers on foot. Those who kept their horses seemed to be stampeded. Some were going toward the monument, and some were trying to go back the way they came. Those on foot seemed to be the coolest and fought the hardest. No stand was made except at the end of the long ridge (where Custer fell), and here the bay and gray horses were all mixed together. There was a big dust, and the Indians were running all around the locality much excited and shooting into the soldiers. He saw one soldier ride across a hollow and try to get away. He was the third Indian to give chase. The soldier rode like the wind and appeared to be getting away from them, when he killed himself. He could not recall the direction in which this soldier went.

When he returned, the fight was nearly over. The Indians were up close, and the soldiers were shooting with pistols. He saw some of the soldiers shoot each other. The Indians were all around …His own nephew was killed here by a soldier’s bullet. The Indians had many killed and more wounded. It took a good many to bring water up from river to the wounded Indians. He never heard the number of Indians killed. [Neither has anyone else. All anecdotal evidence is that almost every Indian who ever gave an account lost either a near relation or a close friend in this fight and yet the Indian killed are dismissed as a mere handful. Numbers as low as 8 or 10, are sometimes mentioned, although more commonly one sees a couple or three dozen. The fact is that the Indian casualties were much more numerous than has been reported previously].

They captured many horses and got much ammunition…He supposed them all killed where they lay. The Indians were so busy caring for their own wounded and going off to fight Reno that they did not stop to scalp or mutilate soldiers. What the squaws did after this he did not know…The Indians did not recognize Custer fighting or afterward among the dead…

RUNS AFTER THE CLOUDS (KNOWN AS “LIGHT”) FROM AN INTERVIEW CONDUCTED FOR WALTER CAMP BY SEWELL WESTON 1909.

This interview was conducted by Sewell B. Weston for Walter Camp, utilizing a prepared questionnaire and map furnished by Camp. The questionnaire contained 61 questions, all of which were answered. I have adopted one of Camp’s techniques in presenting this material, as I thought the question and answer format might be too unwieldy here. I feel that comprehension is facilitated by rewriting the responses in narrative form but I have not changed any of the content or import of Light’s words. In fact, I have used direct quotes to a great extent. Light was about 23 years old when he fought against Custer, and in his mid-fifties when interviewed.

He says he is Minneconjou and his name is Light, or Runs after the Clouds (Mahpiyah Luwa Isaye), age 56 years. He fought under several chiefs; but Spotted Elk was his main chief. He was in the fight with Crook, and was in the village four or five days before the fight with Custer.

Short time before the arrival of soldiers, some Indians that were out returned and reported seeing clouds of dust northeast and east. They were not in camp long before Custer and his men appeared. They did not know who the soldiers were.

The fight first began with the Uncpapas (Sitting Bull tepees) and Sitting Bull’s outfit and some stragglers from other tepees went out to fight Reno. He could not state who led the Indians. The fight started about 9:30 A.M. and lasted nearly until noon. Light had a comrade who was shot in the head south of the high ridge. He stopped there to look after his friend [Camp added a note here: “This must have happened in front of Reno’s skirmish line.” Actually, it probably happened during Reno’s retreat].

No one got ahead of Reno in his retreat. Light was well in front when his comrade was shot. He did not proceed any farther than stated previously.

There was considerable confusion in the village. Excitement was intense. Women and children scattered down the stream and up in the hills [to the north and to the west].

The soldiers next were seen at a point near “E” [Blummer/Nye/Cartwright Ridge]. At that time there were no Indians that he knew of, on that side of the river. The soldiers all appeared to be dismounted. They got to within a quarter mile of “B” [Medicine Tail ford]. That was as near as they ever got to the river. The Indians were swarming out of their tepees in such great numbers that Custer appeared to be looking out for the safety of his men more than he did for a chance to cross the river at some point other than “B” [Camp adds a note here: “That is to say, Custer hesitated when he saw the odds against him”].

The soldiers went from “B” to “C” [Greasy Grass Ridge] in company formation and were apparently in good order. There was a continual fight from where Custer first stopped back to “C” not very vigorous, but shooting was indulged in by both soldiers and warriors. The Indians crossed the river to attack Custer at any place where they could find a convenient and safe crossing.

All of the soldiers went from “C” to “D” [Calhoun Hill]. They did not split up. The witness was very positive on this point as he was just to the northeast of “C” and had a good command of the entire ridge between the two points mentioned [Camp had specifically asked the interviewer to cover this point and had noted “Important!” on the question “or did they split up and part go to “H”…?”]. None of the Indians were in front of Custer when he got to the ridge. At “C” they were on both sides of him.

Light thinks that all of the warriors were out against Custer, and says he doesn’t know of any left to watch Reno.

He is not very positive about any stand being made at “K” [Keogh]. If there was a stand made it was short. The only stand of any great length was at “G” [Custer Hill]. At “C” and “D” the soldiers were moving.

The men killed between “C” and “D”, between “D” and “K”, and between “K” and “G” were most all mounted. The soldiers who were afoot either had their horses shot or stampeded. The soldiers were killed fighting and did not seem to be running away, only giving ground by reason of superior numbers.

The men killed between “G” and “H” [Deep Ravine] were fighting their way from “G” to “H” at the last of the fight. Some of them tried to get away from “G” by jumping over the high banks at places between “G” and “H.”

Light went around the north and west side of the long ridge, to a point west of “G”, being nearer to “G” than to “H” [this would be somewhere below Custer Hill]. The fighting was a little too warm for him there, and he moved down nearer to “H” and was there at the finish. It was over this latter place that he saw a few of the soldiers jump over the banks.

One company had gray horses. In the retreat around to about “K” they were in the fighting front. At that point they were mixed up with the other horses. At this point the companies would alternate in covering the retreat of the others [indicating that they were conducting a fighting withdrawal] [Camp notes: “First one squad and then another would try to cover the retreat”].

Light says that the soldiers never made a charge and that none of them dismounted to fight on foot. The soldiers who were mounted kept their horses until it was shot from under him, stampeded or taken away by the warriors. Many of the horses were caught, some of them early in the fight. Many of them were wounded. All had plenty of ammunition in the saddles.

The warriors kept the soldiers on the top of the ridge through the fight. Light did not know how long the fight lasted. After the Custer fight, he went to camp and caught another horse, and went after Reno. The sun was still up. He has no idea as to time measured by minutes and hours.

The fighting at “G” was at close quarters - near enough to look each other in the eyes. Between “G” and “H” the warriors were taking guns away from the soldiers. Also the soldiers, in running away, became so demoralized that they would fire in the air, making them easy victims when they were caught [Camp notes: “Presumably they had fired and not stopped to load”].

Light states that many of the soldiers were killed on the top of the ridge where the monument stands. Those killed on the side of the ridge were trying to make their escape. There was one who tried to get away by going north at “K” - he did not get very far.

Light does not know personally of any soldiers who escaped; but he heard that one soldier was found some days after and many miles away. He was wounded and had been subsisting on raw frogs, and some were found in his pockets after he was killed. He also heard that the body of a man wearing a buckskin suit and who resembled Tom Custer [it is not stated how anyone knew of the resemblance] was first found about a quarter of a mile west of the ridge marked “C” and who was afterward carried up and placed at “G” [this is eerily reminiscent of one of the Cheyenne tales, wherein the body of Armstrong Custer was carried over to Reno field and back again].

He does not know of any men who got away or of any wounded men being alive after the battle. He saw squaws going up to where the soldiers lay, he supposed to strip them. No soldiers were taken to the village. The warriors did not care to scalp any of the soldiers around “G” because they had short hair. They did not know Custer or his brother from anyone else [see previous story about moving Tom’s body], nor was any scout recognized.

Light does not know how many Indians were killed. Quite a number were wounded. The warriors went back to fight Reno again right after the fight with Custer. They left off when the report came that other soldiers were coming up the river, and that is also why the bodies were left in the village [Camp asked about 30 bodies].

He did not know who was the chief of the Blackfeet in the fight; but says that Lame Deer and Spotted Eagle led the Minneconjous and that the Brules did not have a chief - they were a hunting party who fell in with this outfit at this point. American Horse was not there.

Light stated that when they fought Crook the village was on a branch of the Rosebud and that the village was about ready to move at the time of that fight. He does not know how many tepees were in the village. He says there were some Arapahoes. Their tepees were scattered among the other bands and among relatives.

Quite a few men were killed in gully at “H” but not as many as at “G.” Most of the soldiers at “G” were afoot. They made a longer stand there than at any other place. The warriors had the guns and ammunition of the soldiers at this time and were better equipped to fight. There were no problems with the guns; the guns were good.

A few of the soldiers who ran from “G” toward “H” had their guns. All had revolvers. Some of the men running away had revolvers in their belts that had never been used. All were in a bad state for want of water. He did not see any soldiers commit suicide or shoot each other.

FLYING BY FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH WALTER CAMP 1907.

This account is given in the form of direct quotations from Flying By interspersed with commentary by Camp. Flying By was about 26 years of age at the Little Horn fights.

“…Our village the winter before was on Tongue River. Lamedeer [a leading chief of the Mnicoujous] had between 600 and 800 tepees. Few Santees there. I was a hostile. Was in fight with Crook…Was in village two or three days before battle.

“Some Sioux who had lost horses came in and reported Custer coming on trail, and Custer showed up not long after…Some of Indians thought it might be Custer. Had not been looking for soldiers in that direction.

“Soldiers attacked Hunkpapa tepees first. All Indians that had ponies went out to help Hunkpapa fight Reno, and some were dismounted. Battle with Reno lasted only short time, and my horse shot. Soldiers went through timber and retreated to river. My horse shot, and I went back to village for another horse. Hunkpapas and Minne squaws had been taking down tepees during Reno fight.

“As soon as Reno retreated, more soldiers were in sight from village farther down the stream. The soldiers had four or five flags [guidons - each one representing a company]. Custer acted as though would cross and attack village.

“When I got to Custer, Indians had been fighting quite awhile. Some of the soldiers let horses go early in fight. Soldiers did not charge after I got there. We crossed over at all points along river as quick as we could and found Custer already fighting Indians and driving Indians back toward river, but when we got over in great numbers, Custer was soon surrounded. The soldiers then got off horses and some let them go, and we captured a lot of them. I captured one myself. I took some of the horses to village before battle was over and then came back [indicating that the battle was not so short as some have conjectured]…After [I] came back…I came to gully east of long ridge and many soldiers already killed.”

Flying By did not understand my map but took pencil and paper and drew one very similar to it. Says Custer’s soldiers kept together all the time and were killed moving along toward camp. Killed all way along. Some soldiers still had horses at this time. During fight, gray horses and others much mixed up. Did not make any stand except in one place where Custer killed at end of long ridge.

Soldiers had plenty of ammunition…at last part of battle soldiers were running through Indian lines trying to get away. Only four soldiers got into gully toward river. Battle against Custer alone lasted about half the afternoon. Did not recognize Custer until some time after the battle and all soldiers killed. Soldiers excited and shot wild. “We lost only a few men…”

“After [the] Custer fight we went over and fought soldiers with the pack mules until other Indians reported other soldiers coming under officer called the Bear Coat [Nelson Miles - the Indians were in error as to the identity of the command].

“Moved toward Big Horn mountains and then back to Rosebud and down that stream..”

Hearsay: afterward found two soldiers on Rosebud nearly starved to death. Heard of man who had been eating frogs…

RUNS THE ENEMY, TWO KETTLES, FROM “THE VANISHING RACE” BY JOSEPH K. DIXON INTERVIEWED 1907 PUBLISHED 1914.

…While Custer was all surrounded, there had been no firing from either side. The Sioux then made a charge from the rear side, shooting into the men, and the shooting frightened the horses so that they rushed upon the ridge and many horses were shot. The return fire was so strong that the Sioux had to retreat back over the hill again…

After the soldiers got back from the hills they made a stand all in a bunch. Another charge was made and they retreated along the line of the ridge; it looked like a stampede of buffalo. On this retreat along the ridge, the soldiers were met by my band of Indians as well as other Sioux. The soldiers now broke the line and divided, some of them going down the eastern slope of the hill, and some of them going down to the river. The others came back to where the final stand was made on the hill, but they were few in numbers then…

STANDING BEAR FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH ELI S. RICKER 1907.

Standing Bear was a young man of about 17 at the time of the fights and about 47 years old when interviewed.

Standing Bear, a full-blooded Sioux Indian, being interpreted, says an Oglala Indian went out on opposite side of L. Big Horn to look for horses and came back saying that there were white soldiers coming, and then they sent out a scout. The Indians saw Custer about noon when he made a charge on them. The first fighting…was down on the river bottom and began about noon. He did not fight against Reno. Reno’s bullets came right into the camp. Standing Bear was in or just back of the camp when Reno attacked it.

Standing Bear says that Custer came down the ridge across the creek - the second or near ridge from the river. He made no known attempt to reach the river to cross. He went right up to Calhoun Hill and disposed his forces along the top of the ridge to Custer Hill. The men on Calhoun Hill finally gave way and fell back toward Custer Hill. Keogh made a desperate stand and he and his men were killed. The men fell back along the ridge leading their horses. No Indians crossed at the lower crossing. They all crossed at the mouth of the Creek [Medicine Tail] and spread out both ways around Custer, completely encircling his troops and both hills.

Custer was first confronted by a few Indians who took position all along the south side of the ridge [the ridge does not really run east/west, so there is actually no south side. Directional information in participant accounts is apt to confuse the reader, since north and south and east and west, and variations, are often referring to the same place], and their numbers increased rapidly as the Indians came over the river and joined in battle. There was no fighting on the creek. The soldiers made a stout defense. A good many Indian horses were killed and lying around in the big circle. Twenty-four (24) Indians were all the dead Indians he saw; does not know how many died from wounds. No soldiers were mutilated, either of Custer’s or Reno’s [in fact there were extensive mutilations, especially among Reno’s dead] but an Indian that was with the soldiers and killed was scalped and cut across the bowels.

The soldiers that fell back along the ridge, uniting with those left alive on Custer Hill, broke and ran on foot down toward the ravine and river and were killed by Indians surrounding them, with arrows, guns and war clubs.

The fight on the river bottom began about noon, and Custer was finished about an hour later. It seemed as though the sun was in the same place when the Custer battle was over, that it was when the Reno fight started.

STANDING BEAR FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH WALTER CAMP 1910.

Standing Bear also was interviewed by Walter Camp three years later and gave Camp information that was quite a bit different in some important respects, unless, of course, Camp filtered the information to suit his own purposes. The interview notes were transcribed in Camp’s words.

…Says Black Bear and several others early in morning of June 25 were up on divide going off on a visit, and as they proceeded they crossed the trail…leading into valley of Little Bighorn… there was something about it that attracted their attention…they discovered a fresh trail of shod horse tracks on the older [Indian] trail. Having fought soldiers (Crook) only a few days before, their suspicions were at once aroused, and one of them proposed that they ride back to the top of the divide and take a look around…From this point they could see the smoke of Custer’s camp to their left, and away off to their right, high up among some trees, a small party of men, apparently scouts (Varnum’s party). From this I take it that the shod horse tracks on the old trail which they discovered was the trail of Varnum in advance of Custer. They then retraced their steps to high ground, and here it was that Varnum saw them.

Says that Custer’s dust was seen approaching the village over low ground to the east, down a kind of dry coulee. As soon as the soldiers came in sight they halted and apparently were preparing for a charge. All this time the Ogalallas were getting ready. Finally the soldiers advanced very near to the river, but before they could cross were engaged by the Indians and forced back to the ridge where the main fight took place.

Says as soon as Custer came in sight and halted, some of the Indians crossed over, but he advanced against this resistance nearly to the river before it became strong enough to check him.

Says that the Indians first prepared to fight were the ones camped farthest from the river [Oglalas, because they saw the dust first and were closest to their horses]. While Reno’s battle was going on, Crazy Horse was getting his warriors ready [dress, medicine and paint - to fight Reno], and before they were ready the other soldiers appeared. Crazy Horse, however took time to consult the medicine man…he delayed so long that many of his warriors became impatient.

Was on bluffs (where Knipe saw Indians), and Custer went down coulee into Medicine Tail and crossed over to Custer ridge in full view of village. Custer’s soldiers did not fire into village… Custer’s men did not fight by companies but all were together all the time [most accounts dispute this point, as does all current physical evidence]. Could not make him say different…The gray horses mixed in with the rest and but few horses got beyond Keogh. Nearly all killed or captured before got farther than this [again, the physical and anecdotal evidence is directly opposed to this statement].

Keogh is the first place where any of the soldiers stopped to fight. Those between Custer and river were soldiers running toward river on foot. Between Calhoun and monument there were Indians both sides of the river [ridge] as soldiers went along. The soldiers killed between Custer and river were men on foot trying to make the river, and they were killed in the deep ravine.

Standing Bear took a buckskin shirt from one of the dead men and gave it to his mother…he supposed this to be…Custer’s shirt, whom he (after the battle) was told wore such a shirt. In talking with other Indians, however, he found it was claimed that other buckskin shirts were found among the dead [Yates and Tom Custer, among others, were wearing such shirts].

At the time of the battle and while in the vicinity, no Indian recognized Custer’s body, nor even supposed they had been fighting Peoushi [Long Hair].

[CN] 3.79
 [CT] THE MNICOUJOU PEOPLE: THEIR INVOLVEMENT IN THE FIGHTS ON THE LITTLE HORN, AS TRANSCRIBED FROM THEIR ORAL HISTORY BY THEIR HISTORIANS ON THE CHEYENNE RIVER RESERVATION AND REPRODUCED WITH THEIR PERMISSION

Note: The Footnotes are Gordon Harper’s own queries and comments typed in as he read the text. His sudden death prevented him from following up the points he raised but they do underline just how thorough he was in picking up on anything that did not tally with his vast knowledge of all matters connected with the Fights on the Little Horn. He also had made some handwritten notes as follows:-

Page 10:

a) Clarify were the camps on the east or west side of LBH or both.

b) Where exactly was the main warrior camp of 300 tipis and were these actual lodges or wickiups?

c) Were the suicide boys north of the Cheyenne camps.

d) Was there a (…) west of the main line of camps?

e) Which was (north to south) suicide boys … warrior camp?

f) Try to straighten out the order and alignment of the camps.

g) Is there some mixing up of the 23rd and 24th June? Crows from Custer were not at Crows Nest on 23rd.

Page 14:

Clarify the “preparations for attack” and the expected point of attack. Northeasterly?

The People begin to gather at Slim Buttes

In the early spring of 1876, normal preparations were already in progress to replenish the People’s food supplies. Scouts were already out looking for the buffalo, elk and deer, and a good spring camp, when information was received that they were to have come into their respective agencies by January 31 to be counted as friendly. The elders deduced that being in their own territory – the unceded area of the treaty of 1851 – they could not be in violation. Already behind the power curve, the elders elected to go on with this traditional, paramount function of the People: meat making. Despite ration issues, native food sources were thought of as primary. The area needed to be defended against the People’s traditional enemies and further white encroachment and they were patrolling the homeland on the look out for US troops. By now, white encroachment had pushed the food sources into the Big Horn mountain area and the Powder Valley, migrating thru the Rosebud Valleys. The People were moving as was traditional -- with the commissary. The elders were involved in the customary preparations for the Spring Equinox and when the elders gathered, all the People gathered. But now there was a growing urgency in the situation – there might be trouble with the white man’s government and military. The tone is set for the events leading up to June 25, 1876 and the aftermath of that day on the Greasy Grass.

Word of the order to report to the agencies came in mid February around the Bridger area passed along the Cheyenne River, and from there went to the northern camps along the Cheyenne River and the Owl River: Iron Lightening, Thunder Butte, all along what was called in the buffalo days the Bear Creek area. Head family camps were in the area along the Cheyenne River from Bridger to what is known today as the Old Cheyenne Agency, where the Cheyenne River flows into the Missouri River.

The Mnicoujou began making their way up to the Slim Butte area to be with Waglula’s family group camping there. When joined up, included were the 68 recognized head men of the Mnicoujou Band. 

In-Laws/relatives to One Horn’s family:

Waglula’s family camp included his son, Crazy Horse and Touch the Clouds, of the One Horn/Lone Horn family camp. This is because Good Looking Woman, Crazy Horse’s (aunt) second mother was with Waglula and she was One Horn’s sister. During this time, when the camp went to get rations at Fort Bennet (a sub-station of the Spotted Tail Agency), Lone Horn was recognized as the head man. This is because Waglula was hiding at the time as he was being sought under the theory that if the father was controlled the son could be too.

The other in-laws present included Red Leaf, Red Fish, Old Man Black Bear, Swift Horse, Black Horse, all belonging to Black Bear’s camp.

Red Horse Family camp was also present with old man Stumps, Brown Wolf, Long Soldier, Dog with Horns, Eagle Chasing -- about 300.

Red Bull came in, who was Itazipco, but was married into Black Elk’s, White Swan family, Red Bird who were Mnicoujou.1

Other families of the Mnicoujou:

Red Thunder, Old Man Corn, Horn Chips -- Corn’s medicine man, and Hump got rations at the old agency and headed for what were deemed hostile camps.

Whistling Elk, Old Man Afraid of Horses, Pipes on Head, all Spotted Elk’s (Big Foot’s) friends, headed for the encampment also.

Other Lakota bands coming in to Slim Buttes were:

Itazipco (Sans Arc, No Bows): Spotted Eagle, Poor Buffalo (a Mnicoujou but considered Itazipco), Hawk Man, High Hawk, White Hawk, Black Hawk, Poor Elk, Medicine Eagle, Cuts Off, Fire Thunder, Black Bull, No Horn.

O’Ohenumpa (Two Kettle): White Lance, Owl King, Afraid of Hawk, Kills Enemy, Big Elk, Short Bull, Iron Shell, White Tail, Bad Left Hand, Fast Bear, Brave Heart, Standing Elk, White Bull, Hawk Cloud, Sacred Bull, Big Dog, Bear Who Looks Behind, Little Shield.

Sihasapa (Black Feet): Red Plume, Low Dog, Fire Heart, Smoke, One Who Kills Eagle, Walking Eagle, Sitting Crow, Grass, Black Shield and Two Hearts.

Heycoksa (Cut Heads): Little Wounded, American Horse, Good Thunder, Yellow Breast, Kicking Bear, One Who Goes Ahead Running, Thunder Bull, All Over Black, Big Head, The One Took The Stick. This grouping counted about 1,000 people and they pulled in with some Dakota from the southern agencies – Yankton, Fort Thompson, including….

Wahpekoota (Dakota): Shooter, Red Legs, Red All Over, Big Eagle, His Iron Dog.

This comprises the initial grouping of treaty signatory elders and their families that gathered in the Slim Buttes area and were considered the hostile camp. They numbered a total of 5-6,000 people.

Black Hills Gold

One topic of discussion of the Slim Buttes camp was the diplomacy of having the government move the agencies from where the Spotted Tail Agency and the northern camps were located, to the Rapid Valley, where Rapid City, South Dakota is located now. This area included the Black Hills, and total agency acreage being discussed was 8.7 million acres -- the recognized boundaries of the unceded territory, marked by internment sites of the 1851 treaty. It was in the domain of the Lakota, and all band elders put their agreement to this diplomacy of Lone Horn in 1871 and 1872. The focus of this diplomacy was for the bands of the Great Sioux Nation to move and live around the perimeter of the Black Hills, and the transfer of the Sacred Calf Pipe to the main agency, which was to be located near modern Rapid City. This would secure and protect the Sacred Black Hills, the heart of the People. It would eliminate Deadwood and other towns of the white men who were going in search of the yellow metal, going beyond damage to the natural spirit of the area.

The discovery of gold in the Black Hills, which the People already knew existed, drove the white men crazy. The whole affair was of great concern to the People, as there were miners slipping into the hills although supposedly forbidden to do so. Hostility between the Lakota and the miners accelerated; an example being the death of Little Haw, who in 1871 came upon a group of 4 miners and waved at them on his way to the Spotted Tail Agency for ration issue. He was taken for a hostile and they killed him. Of concern also were the diseases being brought in by the white man. Crazy Horse’s daughter had been wrapped in a trade blanket and through this blanket developed the white man’s coughing sickness and succumbed to it. The army was deployed to prevent these incursions, but there were numerous unexplained deaths during the period of about 1871-1873. Among these were recorded over 300 violent and unexplained white deaths among the miners in the Deadwood area. The remarkable thing about these deaths was that the miners were not scalped, so as to confuse the white authorities. By being clubbed and then shot with their own weapons, they appeared to have been the victims of claim jumpers. Crazy Horse planned it that way.

Sitting Bull and the Hunkpapa

In late February, in the Medora Bad Lands area in south-western North Dakota, Sitting Bull received the same information and began moving toward the hostiles. His families pulled into the camp at Slim Buttes but the main body had already moved on to the Powder River country. Word was sent out to the main body and Crazy Horse returned from the Piney Mountain camp to guide Sitting Bull’s group back. Included here were some Nakota bands who had been moved to the northern agencies in what is now North Dakota.

Hunkpapa: Bear Ribs, Running Antelope, Looking Crow, Magpie, Plenty Crow, Elk Head, Grind Stone, Fools Dog, Bear’s Heart, Chief Soldier, Gall, Man Who Bleeds from the Mouth, Iron Horn, Man Who Goes in the Middle, All were Sitting Bull’s elders.

Nakota, Yankton Band: Mad Bear, Little Soldier, Chief Bear, Yellow Robe, Big Hand, Yellow Eagle, Small Hawk, Mad Elk, Sitting Bear, Tall Wolf.

Sitting Bull’s numbers were from 3,000 to 5,000

By the beginning of March, the population of the main camp at Piney Mountain was 10,000 to 11,000 people -- headmen included 68 Mnicoujou,2 9 O’Ohenumpa, 23 Itazipco, 6 Sihasapa, 13 Heycoksa, numbering a total of 5 to 6,000 people, and Sitting Bull with 15 Hunkpapa and 10 Nakota from the northern agencies totalling between 3 and 5,000.

The Piney Mountain Camp

The Piney Mountain Area was in the Powder River Country around the Ekalaka area of Montana on the east bank of the Powder River. It was a virtual commissary for the Lakota. There was plenty of good graze for the horses, plenty of fresh water, high buttes and forestry for easy defense against enemies, and many escape routes if worse came to worst. It was also a natural pharmacy, loaded with the natural curing herbs used in traditional medicine practices of the Lakota healers. At this encampment, it was discussed about trade with the whites for powder and lead, or bullets. This discussion was due to the need for the upcoming hunt and of course for self defense. Sitting Bull brought up the subject of what could be traded to the whites in light of the given situation. He would go north to trade.

Retrieving the Cache

While Crazy Horse was avenging the Black Hills he made note of the insanity the white man displayed over the yellow rock. He related that as he killed the miners, he picked up all their yellow metal and stashed it in a cave in the Black Hills. Crazy Horse described the land marks and the route to the cave where he stashed the gold and a party was sent out to retrieve it. He had put it in an area unknown to the whites. This area has never been pinpointed since, but it’s generally believed to have been in a ravine northeast of Deadwood. So a party set out and located the site. They retrieved all the gold they could carry, already sacked up by the miners. Then they caved in the cache and brought the gold back on a pack horse. Evidently there was a measurable amount as the pack horse was said to have tired out continuously. They traveled entirely at night, sleeping in the day with someone constantly on guard. During the journey back to the Piney Mountain area some of the gold began to fall out. Time was taken to repack the gold in hides and the weight was redistributed to two horses instead of one. By the time the party returned with the gold, reports had been coming in by the scouts to the effect that there were extensive cavalry patrols to the north. Those who went north with Sitting Bull to trade would have to be traveling light and fast.

The Suicide Boys

A lot of the young boys decided they would go with whoever led the trading party, on the rationale that if there were soldiers out looking for them, there was a good chance of an encounter with the army and war honors could be had. These boys were just learning the cultural aspects of becoming a warrior. They were acquiring their individual medicines, and seeking the opportunity to pray to the Creator for a vision. They were seeking to achieve the highest honor of the People -- becoming a warrior. They were know as the Suicide Boys because they didn’t have any war charms, and most would carry the war medicine of their grandfathers. They were charged with protecting Sitting Bull at all costs. Each of the young men pledged their commitment to this task. A great many of them would die on the Greasy Grass.

Taking the Gold North to trade - - April

The gold was in camp, and preparations were made to commence the journey. Sitting Bull started north to the trading post at the ferry boat dock, north of Fort Union, on the Little Muddy. With him were around 600 Suicide Boys and 1,200 from his band. During this trading expedition north the only encounter was a cavalry patrol of 20 soldiers and the scouts led this patrol elsewhere away from the party. The extensive cavalry patrols were evaded.

Sitting Bull made his way to the trading post of Deely, a French trader. Deely was the friend of Two Bears, a Hunkpapa elder. Here he made his trade. Sitting Bull presented so much gold that all the supplies could not be all transported at once. It was decided that Deely would travel south with his friend Two Bears and Sitting Bull’s people, taking what they could carry. Deely’s brother would follow with the rest of the ammunition and guns, and Deely told Sitting Bull that he would stay with the Lakota until his brother arrived with the complete consignment of the trade. Deely was happy to oblige with so much gold at stake.

Deely stayed with the Lakota throughout the Rosebud fight into the Greasy Grass fight, and was actually killed on Sharpshooters Ridge, engaging the cavalry with only 5 rounds in his possession. He made each of those rounds count on Reno’s men, before he died with his friend Two Bears. Deely was given a warrior’s burial on a scaffold.

Establishment of the Northern (Hunkpapa) and Southern (Main) Camps.

As the trade at Deely’s trading post was taking place, the main camp of the Mnicoujou and other Lakota moved in a south-westerly direction to just north of Grey Horn Butte, another defensible hunting camp near what is today Weston, Wyoming, along the Little Powder River, on a high plateau where the encampment could see Devils Tower in the distance. Crazy Horse with a detachment of warriors, led the Hunkpapa camp (now less than 4,000 -- those that hadn’t gone north with Sitting Bull) to an encampment at a known defensive position at Black Horse Butte’s along the Powder river, today located northeast of Broadus, Montana. It is said that this journey was a relatively uneventful trek to a new camp site closer to the buffalo herds. The People were still in their rightful treaty domain, but thought it prudent to occupy this camp at Black Horse Butte’s because of its defensive topography. Of course on the journey Crazy Horse kept his scouts out to report on the buffalo herd movement while keeping an eye open for the cavalry.

Once he got Sitting Bull’s people settled in, Crazy Horse then returned to the main camp northwest of the Devils Tower area on the Little Powder. Before he left, he insured that the scouts and warriors remaining in the Hunkpapa camp knew the local escape routes, scouting areas and defensive positions.

While these northern and southern camps were being established, a group of medicine men left the agencies and with their families ventured into the Black Hills area to gather their particular medicines. Some of the medicine men looped back to the agencies before returning to the southern camp and on their journey back, traversed the Slim Buttes area. Here they sighted cavalry activity and Custer close to the main camp, approaching from the north. Custer’s Crow scouts had picked up Sitting Bull’s trail in the Medora area and were following it to the massive encampments.3 Crazy Horse was returning from the northern camp at the same time the medicine men were pulling into the southern (main) camp in the Devils Tower area.

The two camps had been established. Sitting Bull was on his way back to the northern camp -- it taking about a week to go north, make the trade, and about a week to travel back. About a week had gone by since the Piney Mountain camp break up, so about this time, if Sitting Bull had made the journey safely, he would just be starting the trading negotiations. Scouts were traveling between the two camps and the agencies to report, all done while traveling at night. The blue days.

The Convergence at Otter Creek Camp

Another council was held, and once again it is decided to move the main camp. The southern camp was then relocated to the Otter Creek area, a branch of the Rosebud Creek, in the area of today’s Ashland, Montana. Here the southern camp of Lakota numbered about 8,000 people. 

The Lakota were camped here on May 22, when Morning Star (Dull Knife) and his Cheyenne fought with Crook’s soldiers farther south.4

After this fight Morning Star moved into the Lakota camp on Otter Creek, bringing with him his Cheyenne’s and 5 Arapahoe hunters who they picked up along the way. This consisted of the families of Morning Star and in-law relatives to include: Little Wolf, Bear Robes, Spotted Elk, Chief Wolf and Hairy Hand, a dog soldier tasked with protecting Morning Star’s camp. The Cheyenne numbered about 1,200. Now the entire southern camp of Lakota and Cheyenne’s plus the 5 Arapahoe are numbering about 9,200, with uncounted small family groups still coming in from the agencies. The associated numbers of horses required that this camp had to move every few days.

Now it was past the first part of June and Sitting Bull was on his way back from the trading post on the Little Muddy. The northern camp had begun to move into the southern camp around the Ashland/Otter Creek area, bringing the total population of the combined bands and families to around 12,000 people. This camp was represented by 30,000 head of horses, and it is said that the horses ate the prairie down to dirt as far north as what is now Colstrip, Montana.

Custer and his 7th were now in the Piney Mountain area, and his Crow scouts had picked up the trail of the main encampment.5 At this point the Cheyenne elders related how they had smoked a peace pipe with Custer, and felt that Custer could be treated with because of this. As he was in the unceded territory of the Lakota, the Cheyenne elders sent out a six man scout to enquire as to Custer’s intent.

Deer Medicine Rock Camp

While Custer was at the location of the old Piney Mountain camp, his Crow scouts reported that Sitting Bull’s group was seen to the north and the 7th proceeded to the Miles City area along the Tongue River.6 By the time he reached this point Sitting Bull’s entourage had already passed. On the way towards the Miles City area, Custer’s command had intercepted the Cheyenne envoys, ignored their warning and killed them.7

Sitting Bull was headed to the Black Horse Butte camp when his scouts reported that the northern camp had joined the southern camp in the Otter Creek area. Then his scouts found the 6 Cheyenne dead on the prairie and talked with other Cheyenne scouts sent out to look for the missing. He learned all the People were at Deer Medicine Rock now and headed there.

The population was now close to 13,800, with some small family groups moving in, some moving out, keeping the total accurate census unpredictable. Some of this movement was due to the coming of the Summer Solstice; some was families going off back to the agencies for more supplies. All this movement brought intelligence on government and military movements by the runners stationed at the agencies. The Lakota learned that they were now being considered hostile by the army and the government. Information from these runners verified that the generals of the armies planned to move on the camps and engage the Lakota to force them back to the agencies. The military at this time was unaware that Morning Star and his families of Cheyenne’s had moved into the camps.

On his way back from the trading expedition, Sitting Bull had visions four nights in a row. He saw himself dancing at a Sun Dance and the spirits showed him what he had to do. At Deer Medicine Rock, Sitting Bull told the elders of the camp of his vision. A few days before Sitting Bull related this information, Elk Head, Keeper of the Sacred Pipe had arrived at the main camp, preparing for the Summer Solstice celebration. Sitting Bull’s visions had been at their strongest about the same time that Elk Head was pulling into the main camp with the Sacred Calf Pipe. The significance of this was measurably strong, that through Sitting Bull’s vision holding the Sun Dance at this time would bring the vision to fulfilment. Early in the second week of June, The Sun Dance took place at Deer Medicine Rock.

At Deer Medicine Rock, Sitting Bull found his Hunkpapa camped right below (south of) the rock, with the elders’ camp just on the west side of the Hunkpapa. The Sun Dance ground was between them. Today, the road to Colstrip runs through the south section of the Sun Dance grounds. Just south of the Hunkpapa’s camp along the hillsides were the Sihasapa (Black Feet). The Heycoksa (Cut Heads) were due west of the Sihasapa along the Rosebud Valley. North of the Heycoksa, west of the Sihasapa, was the O’Ohenumpa (Two Kettle) camp. The Itazipco (No Bows) were to the west, taking up the entire valley for about a quarter of a mile, up to where Jack Bailey’s place is today. West of the Itazipco, south of Rosebud Creek, were the Mnicoujou in-laws to Morning Star’s Cheyenne. These were Touch the Clouds, and many of the elders from Crazy Horse’s camp. Crazy Horse was camped right off the highway to Colstrip. North of the Rosebud Creek were the remainder of the Mnicoujou’s.

South of Crazy Horse’s Mnicoujou were the Cheyenne of Morning Star’s camp, extending south to where Lame Deer, Montana is today. In conjunction with the Lakota Sun Dance, the Cheyenne conducted their Sacred Arrow Ceremony held near the junction of Highways 212 and 39 two miles north of Lame Deer.

At Deer Medicine Rock, one of the widows of the Cheyenne delegation to Custer committed suicide by jumping off a rock butte to the northwest, the next ravine over. Her husband had been buried northeast of Deer Medicine Rock, the next ridge along the hillside. After the Greasy Grass, the Cheyenne, Lame White Man, was also buried in this vicinity.

The Rosebud (Busby) Camp

After the Sun Dance and before the Summer Solstice, late in the second week in June, the camps pushed all the horses into a ravine northeast of the Busby area, and camped at Busby along the Rosebud Creek. At this time the Cheyenne families came in from the south of Rosebud Creek. These included the families of: White Bird, Big Wolf, Fire Eyes, White Thunder, Wind Bull, Big Left Hand and Cut Nose. These were the men who always followed Morning Star. Of all the families following Morning Star, these comprise the 168 head elders of the Cheyenne Nation. Whenever they had their sacred summer gathering of the Sacred Arrows, these elders were always present.

At the Busby camp, with these last Cheyenne camps coming in from the south, came the information that Custer had been sighted down farther south on Rosebud Creek. On the night of the June 15, Crazy Horse and his young warriors went south along the creek to engage or lead Custer away from the main camp at Busby. He left with about 1,500 Mnicoujou warriors and warriors from the rest of the bands. As he was leaving out, he was joined by a number of Cheyenne warriors. With these Cheyenne numbers, the number of Lakota and Cheyenne warriors was over 2,800. The strategy was a decoy and entrap maneuver, utilized previously in engagements with the cavalry. Developed by Crazy Horse, this was one of their best tactics of defeating the cavalry. He was not to meet Custer, but General Crook and his army approaching from the south. On the 16th the two sides fought all day and on the 17th Crook rolled back the Cheyenne and was able to make his escape.9 (Army history says this battle was fought on the 17th only. And this was the second time Crazy Horse defeated his command. He went back to Fort Fetterman once AGAIN to lick his wounds).

The Greasy Grass

After the Rosebud fight, the warriors returned to the main camp, which was already in transit to the Little Big Horn area. On the morning of the June 16th the main encampment had headed out. The warriors who were the rear guard to the fight on the 17th didn’t them until the 18th when they were well down the Reno Valley and coming thru the Crows Nest area. On the 19th this camp began to make preparations for the Summer Solstice.

The warriors returned through the Busby camp, intercepted some stragglers there and also some small bands still traveling to reach the main camp from the agencies. So on the way back there was a three prong merger, the warriors returning from the Rosebud fight, the small family bands traveling to the main camp, and the stragglers all approaching the main camp at the same time. This is when the main camp on the Little Big Horn reached its zenith of 17,470 total population for the Summer Solstice ceremony.

The encampment at the little Big Horn was set up by the 19th of June as follows:10 At the southern end of the entire camp, where the Reno Valley meets the Little Big Horn Valley, and where the lay of the valley turns north, are the Mnicoujou family tipis. These are the families of the warriors who were separated from the fighting men for ceremony and preparation for the Summer Solstice Sun Dance. Within this camp were the tipis of Waglula and the 68 Mnicoujou elders. This is one of the camps Custer actually saw from the Crow’s Nest on the 24th.

At the northern end of this Mnicoujou camp was Touch the Clouds’ family with in-laws and relations from the Cheyenne’s.

As the river flows to the west, was the main encampment of the Cheyenne, with the Heycoksa (Cut Heads) at the southern end of their camp, west of the Mnicoujou camp.

Following the river, on the river, was the Hunkpapa camp. The Hunkpapa camp was the only other camp seen by Custer at the Crow’s Nest on the 24th and led to his erroneous assumption that the camp was actually very small compared to the reports he had been receiving from his scouts.

South of the Hunkpapas, west of the Cheyenne, were the Itazipco (No Bows), and south of them, also west of the Cheyenne, were the O’Ohenumpa (Two Kettle).

West of all three of these camps, was the main warrior camp, with only 300 tipis. This included the Nakota from the northern agencies. They were warriors from the eastern bands, the D speakers, but called themselves Nakota to keep harm from coming to their families. Guarded within this camp was the Sacred Calf Pipe. The tipi of Elk Head was in the center of this camp, surrounded by sweat lodges along the Little Big Horn River.

Still following the river, northwest or as the river flows, was the camp of the Suicide Boys.

The Sihasapa (Black Feet) Lakota were on the south side of the Suicide Boys and melded into the main warrior camp.

On the 19th, Solstice ceremonies commenced in Elk Head’s camp. There were 12 sweat lodges and 12 tipis. The medicine men were doctoring the wounded from the previous engagement with Crook. The young Suicide Boys were being prepared for battle. They were already spiritually committed to the People and their protection. They were reassured and re-purified with the sweat ceremonies in preparation of the coming fight. This preparation was also material and physical, as they doctored their wounds and replenished and repaired their weapons. These ceremonies finished on the 22nd.

June 23rd

At this time Crazy Horse’s aunt, Good Looking Woman, who he considered his second mother, started to get sick. It was decided for her to return to the agency, as the elder who had the medicine to cure her was in still there. Part of the Cheyenne with Talks About Him and Morning Star’s daughter left with them, back to the Devils Tower camp. Morning Star left control of the camp in the hands of Hairy Hand. For this, Morning Star was later dismissed from the position he held. Also leaving were a lot of the elder woman and men, and children. This entourage left in the night of June 23 traveling only at night, and in the process, avoided the cavalry patrols out looking for any and all hostiles. There were about 7,000-8,000 people in this group, virtually halving the camp, but leaving the bulk of the warriors. Protecting this group were about 1,000 warriors acting as security. They went to the Powder River country, back to the camp west of Devils Tower, known to the family as the Twin Buttes camp. From here they branched out into separate smaller family groups making their way to the different agencies. Good Looking Woman’s family made it as far as the east slope of Bear Butte and there she passed away, before reaching the agency. She had received word on the 25th of the fight on the Greasy Grass and died on the morning of the 26th, at the time the morning star shone from the east. On her death bed, she was sung a victory song. She was hastily buried on the east slope of Bear Butte in a sitting position, and the rest of the family made their way to the sub-station at Fort Bennet.

Mid afternoon on the 23rd Custer found the Sun Dance grounds at Deer Medicine Rock. He kicked over the Sun Dance altar and proclaimed that this is not his way, meaning the prayer and cultural way of the Lakotas. From this place Custer and the 7th cavalry force marched following the Rosebud Creek trail, all the way to Busby and found the remains of the earlier camp. At this time Custer halted the column and rested the men and horses. Sending out his scouts, west, and south, they noticed the heavy trail of lots of animals across the prairie heading in a westerly direction. The scouts that went west eventually turned south and rendezvoused with the scouts that had set out going south. This rendezvous point was at the Crow’s Nest, where the scouts first saw the main encampment and it stretched a good 6 miles. The scouts looking thru spy glasses saw what looked like a constant movement. What they were looking at was the massive horse herd of the camp. Where the horses were today is located by the railroad tracks that run parallel with I-90 past the battle field. The scouts left two of their number there at the Crow’s Nest and the rest returned to the Busby camp of the cavalry and Custer.

June 24th11

At sunrise on the morning of the 24th, the two Crow scouts noticed that there was not much activity going on as they thought there should be. What they were noticing was that the camp was halved by the departure of Talks About Him and Good Looking Woman with the relatives of Morning Star. The camp in the trees was gone, no smoke coming from morning fires, and the horses were gone from the hillsides on the west side of the camp. The family party had passed south of Crow’s Nest in a deep, east/west draw. Crazy Horse’s relatives today call this draw Arrow Head Point. On the south side of the geographical formation making the arrow head, there is a natural altar in the side of the rock. The arrow rock can be seen clearly from a distance in moonlight, as if it is illuminated from within. Approaching the rock, the band of travelers stayed to the right or south of the formation. From here the trail branches out eastward toward Otter Creek. For years this trail has been known to the Lakota as a hunting trail, but could and was used for general travel, a buffalo days interstate route. The party had departed on the evening of the 23rd. One of the Crow scouts at the Crow’s Nest had fallen asleep, one had remained awake to observe the camp. When they reported to Custer on camp activity, all that was reported by the scout who remained awake was that he had heard a horse south of the valley area. He kept himself and his partner quiet because he suspected a Lakota night patrol.

Sitting Bull, with the Suicide Boys and some of the elder men, took off toward the west to hunt for buffalo in the Little Big Horn Valley. Sitting Bull owed a wopila (offering) of three buffalo for the visions that he had received. West of the camp on a high butte, said to be a good morning’s ride from the camp, he made flesh offerings and offered the three buffalo to the Creator as his wopila for his visions of success against the white soldiers. It is told that he placed the buffalo all facing each other in a circle and placed the flesh offerings in the center of this placement. Here he fasted and prayed into the night and came down off of the hill the next morning. Since they had found the buffalo, they had also gotten extra meat for the camp. When they had finished preparing the rest of the meat and made themselves made ready, they departed this area on the 25th and headed back to the main camp.

This is why there were so many empty tipis along the river when Custer first personally observed the camp. It is also why Sitting Bull was not directly involved in the fight to come. He would not return to the camp on the Little Big Horn until the fight was finishing up the next day.12

June 25th

In the camp of his father Waglula, Crazy Horse gave his father a repeating rifle with a bag of shells, and in trade took his father’s Sharps rifle, a single shot weapon. Form here Crazy Horse went to the main warrior camp as the young Suicide Boys had returned from being with Sitting Bull where they had finished their flesh offerings. These boys were already preparing as they knew the cavalry was near. Such activities included bringing the horses in nearer to camp, purification of spirit -- general preparation for young boys who would be earning their adult names, or taking on the respected names of their elders -- warriors who had gone before them in making themselves respectable in the eyes of the People.

Closing Solstice ceremonies were being conducted. There were many hunting parties out that day. The camp had a high demand for meat to feed the People. The meat that the Suicide Boys and others had acquired was being distributed. With this meat distribution, meat preservation activities begin, taking into account that they would need a day and a half or two days to completely cure the meat. The People were always ready to move, and what was not completely cured by the end of the fight was bagged up as it was cured enough to be transported. The activities of daily life went on, with an eye out for impending trouble from the cavalry. Every day life did not cease because of the potential of army intervention. The People had to eat, the horses had to be moved to more graze, and they also needed to be watered and watched over lest they stray or some other enemy, or potential enemies with the cavalry decided to pull a horse raid.

In the early hours of the morning, the Suicide Boys and some others wanted to have a sweat lodge. One of these lodges was being held with Touch the Clouds officiating, and there were Cheyenne elders present for these ceremonies also. The ceremonies lasted most of the morning. When they were done, all the participants headed for the river to wash off, and then headed back to their respective camps. Once they arrived in their camps, they were being fed as was traditional after such a ceremony. After the feed they were just generally laying back, taking it easy. This is in large part why many of the warriors in the fight were only in breech clouts and moccasins. Taking into account the extreme heat of that day and the extreme heat of the ceremony, this was the “uniform” of the day so to say.

In the early hours that day, Uptaluta and another medicine man were returning to the Wahpeton Agency, having collected their personal medicines and doctoring materials. Uptaluta’s sons had remained in the main camp with the warriors and would eventually contribute for that family in the ensuing battle. Two troopers from Custer’s command in their pursuit of some stray pack mules observed them and they reported back to Custer that they may have been compromised. It is believed by the family that this reported sighting is what could have caused Custer to “jump the gun” so to say.

After eating, a scouting group came in from the north to the main warrior camp. Touch the Clouds was coming out of a sweat with some elders when his presence with the Cheyenne elders was requested at the main warrior camp where Crazy Horse and the boys had gathered. It is now reported that there are soldiers coming on them from the east. When this information was given, sixty Cheyenne and Lakota boys set out immediately for the north northeast in hopes of using Crazy Horse’s decoying tactic and lead the cavalry away from the encampment. These boys were gung ho and already dressed in their war regalia. They volunteered for this mission. As it turned out, they missed the fight to come. They had gone out in search of the army too far removed from its actual location.

(h) The camp began moving away from the river bank. Warriors began preparation, picking out fighting positions, looking over where it was anticipated the fight would occur. At this time it was anticipated that the main thrust of an attack would potentially come from a northeasterly direction because it was known the cavalry was following the camps trail made in transit to the present site.13 This activity is up to and a little after noon time.

Sitting Bull was on his way back to the main camp by this time,14 but still a good hour away, (about seven miles).15 The rest of the hunting parties were coming back in. The only ones down by the river were women getting water, boys watering horses. Meals were being prepared. The women were always ready to move camp, but preparations were being made to hurry if needed. These activities continue to about 14:30 (2:30), as the approach of the cavalry was now clear and imminent.

As Sitting Bull was coming in from Squaw Creek, to the west of the encampment, he saw Elk Head and the elders with the Calf Pipe on the south ridge of Squaw Creek looking back towards the encampment. On the north ridge of Squaw Creek, he saw boys, ages 10-14, who were ready to defend at the last resort and the women and children and elderly coming up the creek. This is according to NDN time about 20 minutes into the fight, since Reno’s attack.

Down in the Reno Valley, south of the camp of the 68 elders including Waglula, the father of Deeds (Crawler) came riding into the camp. He had been out hunting with his son. They had been bringing home a deer when they heard some rustling sounds behind, looked back and saw the shiny accoutrements of the cavalry. They had the deer on a horse so they untied the deer tossed it into some cherry bushes on a ridgeline farther south where Crawler instructed his son to hide. Crawler then rode his horse the approximately 2.5 miles back to the camp, crossed the river and sounded the alarm. From here he continued on his ride with instructions to alert the rest of the camps.

The boys herding the horses, as well as those elder men who had been camping on the north side of the elders’ camp and all over the area of the previous camp16 were alerted. While the boys were coming into camp to assist with the defense, they pushed the horses back to the west17 heading towards Squaw Creek. The rest of the non-combatants in the elders’ camp were instructed to mount the horses and to head for the main camp, and continue to push the horses in that direction.

At this point, the non-combatants were heading out. The elder men were outside their tipis applying their medicine to both themselves and the young boys. Each elder took charge of one or two of the herd boys. Since they were not yet warriors, they were armed only with their hunting bows. They were painted with the medicines of these elders and prayed over for their success and protection. The boys advanced behind the elders. Things were intense, the People being attacked without regard for “collateral damage” if you will. The impact of several thousand horses moving at once in any direction raises dust. On this hot summer day, the dust was intense to say the least. A fire fight is commencing in earnest at the defensive line. Reno’s troop by this time had made contact with the first line in the defenses of the entire village.

Reno

Commanded by Waglula and the other elders, the herd boys and elder men moved south along the tree line to a point on the river at the southern end of the elders’ camp to set up a defensive position. Reno’s troop is advancing, coming up from the southeast of the horse shoe camp on the river.18 When he crossed the Little Big Horn for the first time, he ran into this defensive position of the elders and boys. Five boys and five Mnicoujou elders were killed in this defense with thirteen wounded, but the Lakota held their line and turned Reno back. It was a see-saw fight. They would turn the troopers and another group of elders would hit them. When the cavalry were hit by this other group of elders they returned to the previous position and fought in this way until they were finally turned.

Waglula came on the field with the second group of elders arriving to bolster the defense. Waglula with Crazy Horse’s repeating rifle spied Reno with the white hat, and took aim. Waglula knew the impact of taking out the leader of a fight as soon as possible. At about the same time, while Bloody Knife was leaving over towards Reno and he inadvertently came into Waglula’s sights as he squeezed off his shot at the officer with the white hat. Bloody Knife’s head disintegrated on to Reno’s body.

At this point Reno left this field19 and made his retreat to the ridgeline. This caused what apparently was a general retreat towards their horses, as they were dismounted at this time20 -- a time considered by the Lakota as their second advance.

At this point Crazy Horse and a large body of warriors, mostly all the young warriors from the main camp, arrived and reinforced the line. Crazy Horse had returned to his Dad’s tipi, retrieved his pistol and war club and painted his horse.

When Reno turned his troops north along the ridge line on the east bank of the river, the warriors under Crazy Horse were right behind. On their way down from the main camp these riders had observed Reno’s men proceeding north along this ridge line and saw that he was digging rifle pits at the north end of the line.

Taking a northwesterly direction to outflank the retreating soldiers who were mostly on foot, he crossed the river east of the Cheyenne camp21 and engaged the retreating soldiers, overrunning the troopers and taking them out as they progressed on the field.22 What prompted this action is that Crazy Horse had seen the field and knew Custer was not leading this troop. He had heard the firing from the north where Cheyenne and Hunkpapas led by Gall were beginning their fight with Tom Custer.23

The elder experienced warriors, outnumbering the troopers 3 to 1, pushed and advanced with this generally north movement along the east bank of the Little Big Horn at what appeared to be troopers trying to rejoin the main body of troops under Custer. As the troopers retreated, planting a flag at each skirmish line as they retreated24 they took up defensive positions in hasty pits along the way. The warriors were taking a toll on these troopers. The warriors pushed these troops to the next ridge line east of Reno Hill. The warriors had overrun the rifle pits that were made on the ridge line overlooking the river, and ergo these soldiers were cut off from the main body of the rest of Reno’s troop. In the delaying action against Reno, nine elders and five boys were killed. Thirteen boys and twelve elders were wounded.25

Medicine Tail Coulee

Crazy Horse crossed the river26 and rode up to Medicine Tail Coulee and reached the top from where he observed the Cheyenne’s were fighting another group of soldiers. Prior to Crazy Horse’s arrival at the top head of Medicine Tail Coulee, both sides were fighting from a skirmish line, initially engaging Tom Custer, who was leading these troopers, shooting him twice, and on the third shot he was felled from his horse.

Leading a retreat back up the draw27 that Custer had led them down, it is said Lt. Keogh was in charge of this retreat. Tom Custer was left where he fell.28 Troopers who lost contact with their mounts and horse holders it is noted made their way UP Medicine Tail Coulee, not down as previously mentioned in print.29 However, prior to this retreat, the troopers had managed to kill 38 Cheyenne women and children. The troopers had been halted while they were on the north bank of the river, directly across from the Cheyenne camp.

Gall with some Hunkpapas had come to help their Cheyenne neighbours in this fight, as they were directly west and closest to the river where the Cheyenne had their camp.

While Crazy Horse and warriors were heading north to Medicine Tail Coulee, the French trader (Deely) and four Cheyenne were on Sharp Shooters Ridge. They were engaging the retreating troopers cut off from Reno and his command. The Frenchman, who was friends with Two Bears, an Hunkpapa from Sitting Bull’s camp, had witnessed his friend being KIA and had commenced engaging targets at up to 500 yards. He had five rounds left, yet he made each round count, finding its mark and rolling troopers over in the rifle pits. They were eventually overrun by somewhere around twenty retreating troopers.30

These troopers who had overrun Sharp Shooters Ridge were now joining up with Keogh’s retreating men as Crazy Horse was cresting Medicine Tail Coulee. Crazy Horse and warriors made their way to a ridge north of the head of Medicine Tail Coulee to try and catch the retreating troopers and deny them unification with the rest of the main force under Custer.31

Crazy Horse was following behind the remnants of Reno’s men who were withdrawing in Custer’s direction, and he was following the ridge line above the route taken by the troopers. So actually he was coming down into Medicine Tail Coulee while the rest of Tom Custer’s men and Reno’s men met up Medicine Tail Coulee.32

At this time of the battle, there were actually two Crazy Horses participating. Crazy Horse, or Waglula, Crazy Horse the warrior’s father, and Crazy Horse, the warrior of historical fame.

While Crazy Horse was heading up thru Sharp Shooter’s Ridge, following the retreating troopers, Waglula and the elder warriors went up thru the Mnicoujou camp, passing thru the Cheyenne camp to the main camp and came up thru Deep Ravine heading to where there was also more fighting taking place, actually with Custer’s men on an around what is known as Last Stand Hill.

Forty or fifty Suicide Boys, riding with Spotted Elk, the Cheyennes, Touch the Clouds and other experienced warriors in the lead had come up Deep Ravine before Waglula and were engaging the “Grey Riders” in the Deep Ravine area.

Crazy Iron Horse was leading about eighty of the Suicide Boys, with a few Cheyenne warriors up the west side of the camp thru Buffalo Trail33 and cut Custer off from going north by making a fortified skirmish line to keep Custer pinned down until the main body of warriors could join in the fight.

Meanwhile, Crazy Horse hit Calhoun Hill taking out troopers there after two skirmish fights. Crazy Horse proceeded in eliminating the rest of the retreating Reno34 and Keogh men. This is when Gall, Two Moons, and Crazy Horse joined forces on the top of the ridge killing the remaining troopers on that hill. The rest were observed to be running from Calhoun Hill to Custer’s two skirmish lines. So Crazy Horse crossed over Calhoun Hill to Deep Ravine Ridge, going down into Deep Ravine and came over the hill where he encounters Custer’s men already on Last Stand Hill.

Crazy Horse’s presence on the field in the vicinity of Last Stand Hill was noticed by Waglula and the remaining warriors converged on Last Stand Hill. There were already 163 boys and experienced warriors KIA assaulting Last Stand Hill at this point. As the combined forces pushed Custer’s men further up to Last Stand Hill, Crazy Horse’s warriors made the final charge. By this time there were twenty six soldiers left on the hill, the majority of the command having been killed in the previous skirmishes from the river to the hill.

The Deep Ravine Fight

When the Grey Horse Riders came down just west of Deep Ravine from Custer’s position they made their way down to the river. There was no one in sight and they formed a skirmish line and fired into the village.35 Immediately the woods on the river bank came alive with warriors, amongst them Touch the Clouds who was just finishing a sweat lodge ceremony.36 Still in their sweat breech clouts, these warriors made a stand and threw the Grey Horse riders into a retreat. They were overwhelmed by the sheer mass of numbers. Over half of these troopers had been dismounted and lost contact with their mounts and the horse holders. The only logical covered retreat was Deep Ravine. Touch the Clouds mounted and rode up the ridge to the east of the ravine. At its head, he picked up the fight, attacking the troopers in the ravine on their retreat.

While Touch the Clouds was fighting at the head of the ravine, Hump came up thru the camps and proceeded up the same trail as Touch the Clouds. But at the head of the ravine, he veered off37 to join the firing going on over Deep Ravine Ridge, where Crazy Horse was attacking the last of Keogh’s and Reno’s38 commands.

Waglula and some elders came up following Hump. Along the way, Hump was wounded on the south side of Deep Ravine Ridge. He never made it personally to help Crazy Horse. Waglula assisted Hump down to the bottom of the ridge for safety. Waglula and warriors set up position on the east of Deep Ravine, on the side where Hump was wounded, and picked up the fight with Touch the Clouds firing on the remnants of the Grey Horse Troop.

Crazy Iron Horse and the Suicide Boys

When the first firing by the Grey Horse troop was heard, the west group of Suicide Boys insured that the women and children and elderly were safely on their way to Squaw Creek. After covering their departure from the village, they then proceeded up and around Last Stand Hill. Custer made his first skirmish on the Suicide Boys at the west side of Superintendent Hill. On the south side of Superintendent Hill, to the west of Deep Ravine, Spotted Eagle came up with a group of these young warriors. He made a two prong advance. These skirmishers lost 23 boys in this fight, 68 boys total in this first engagement by Custer. These boys were primarily Mnicoujou.

Coming down from the northwest, there was a hunting party of about 20 Cheyenne and they set up a skirmish line north of Last Stand Hill and they kept Custer’s men from retreating in that direction. This party lost 4 elder members of the hunting party.

This pushed Custer into a retreat mode up to Cemetery Ridge. He established a skirmish line at this location to add supporting fire to his retreating Grey Troop, who were making their way back up Deep Ravine and the adjacent ridge. At this point Custer was being surrounded. Most of the Grey Troop had been decimated. Now Crazy Horse appears over Deep Ravine Hill joining with Touch the Clouds’ group and Hump’s group, and makes the final rush.

After the final rush, all troopers and officers as well as civilians, are eliminated from the field. All this, the Last Stand Hill fight, lasted less than 20 minutes, or to eat a meal.





[CN] 3.80
 [CT] WILLIAM E. MORRIS: EXCERPTS FROM HIS ACCOUNTS FROM CORRESPONDENCE AND AS PUBLISHED IN AN UNIDENTIFIED NEWSPAPER, IN THE PERIOD 1894–1923

I have limited the excerpts reproduced below to those appearing in the sources and bearing on the fights. I have added commentary where I thought it helpful, although in general I must say that I have my doubts that everything Morris said was based on personal observation. I have intertwined the source material to show any variations in Morris’ observations.

The excerpts are taken from three sources. The first in time being a newspaper clipping contained in a scrapbook maintained by Doctor Henry Rinaldo Porter, the sole surviving medical officer with the 7th at the Little Horn. The clipping has no identification as to source or date, but it can be traced to the period 1894-1898 from the caption under a photograph of Frederick Benteen. This caption states that Benteen “lives in Atlanta” and that “he was brevetted brigadier general.” Since Benteen received his brevet in 1894, and died in 1898, the time frame can be narrowed. The newspaper was likely a New York one, as that is where Morris lived during this period. These excerpts are indicated by the numeral [1].

The second source is a letter to Dr. Cyrus Townsend Brady dated 21 September 1904 and made part of the appendices to Brady’s Indian Fights and Fighters. This letter constitutes a defense of Reno’s actions in the valley fight. Excerpts from this letter appear with the notation [2]. The third source is a 23 May 1923 letter to Robert Bruce and excerpts from it appear as [3].

 [2] Col. Reno was cruelly libeled while he was alive, and took his medicine manfully, knowing that he had the respect of every officer and enlisted man who served under him on the 25th and 26th days of June, 1876.

The 7th Cavalry had no use for cowards, and had Reno showed the white feather, he would have been damned by every member of his command.

As a matter of fact, we revere his memory as that of a brave and gallant officer, who, through circumstances over which he had no control, was blamed by the public, who had no personal knowledge of the facts for the result of the Battle of the Little Horn…

We lost sight of Custer, whose command was on our right, at least thirty minutes before we crossed the Little Horn River.

We saw a party of about one hundred Indians before we reached the river; we pursued them across the Little Horn and down the valley. As soon as we forded, Reno gave the command, “Left into line, gallop - forward, guide center, “and away we went - faster than I had ever ridden before. The Indians rode as fast as they could, and the battalion in line of battle after them. A body of at least two thousand came up the valley to meet the one hundred or more we were pursuing. They immediately made a flank movement to our left and a stand, opened a galling fire, causing some of our horses to become unmanageable. John R. Meyer’s [Meier, private of M] horse carried him down the valley, through the Indians, some of whom chased him two or three miles over the hills and back to the ford. He escaped with a gun-shot wound in the neck. [Private Roman] Rutten’s [also of M] horse also ran away; but he succeeded in making a circle before reaching the Indians, and received only a gun-shot wound in the shoulder. We were then abreast the timber; to continue the charge down the valley meant (to the mind of everyone) immediate destruction of the battalion, which consisted of about one hundred and twenty men (the old guard, of ten men from each troop, being with the packs).

Reno, very properly, gave the command “Battalion halt- prepare to fight on foot- dismount!” He directed French to send ten men from the right of his troop to skirmish the woods, before the “numbers four” proceeded there with the horses. [1] I was one of a detail of ten men ordered to go through the woods to our right, on the bank of the stream, and see if there were any Indians there. We found none, and so the horses were taken in there. [2] We immediately deployed as skirmishers and opened fire. The odds were at least thirty to one, as our line with the fours out did not exceed seven officers and ninety men. We had, however, a few Indian scouts and civilians. We had entire confidence in our officers and ourselves, and went to work smiling and as cool as if we were at target practice. In less time than it takes to relate it, the Indians were on three sides of us. We were ordered to lie down, and every man that I could see, except Reno and French, were fighting lying down. Reno walked along the line giving instructions to the men, while French was calling his men’s attention to his own marksmanship with an infantry long-tom that he carried. [1] Ninety percent of the command went into the fight in shirts, gray or blue, their coats being on their saddles. Some of the officers or non-commissioned officers who wore coats threw them off, as the marks of rank singled them out to the Indians as chiefs. There weren’t many questions asked after the battle about where the coats of those above a private went to; but I guess every one understands.

[2] While in this position, the man next on my right, Sergeant O’Hara, was killed [he was, according to other accounts, only wounded]. The smoke obscured the line, but bullets were taking effect all along it. We were perfectly cool, determined, and doing good execution, and expected to hear Custer attack. We had been fighting lying down about fifteen minutes, when one of our men came from the timber and reported that they were killing our horses in the rear. Every troop had, at this time, suffered loss, and the enemy was closing in, despite our steady and deadly fire [the casualties on the skirmish line were not very many, perhaps only O’Hara]. Reno then made his only error; he gave the command, “Retreat to your horses, men!” French immediately corrected the mistake with the command, “Steady, men - fall back, slowly; face the enemy, and continue your fire.

[1] Our line, deployed as skirmishers, had been fighting perhaps 15 minutes, when someone told Reno that the Indians were in our rear and right flank, and were killing the horses. This would cut off our only chance of escape, and Reno, hearing this, said: “Men, we are surrounded. Draw your revolvers and follow me.” Our troop was the last to mount. Capt. French, hearing the order, said - he was a fat man with a falsetto voice: “A - A, steady there men, steady. Keep up a continual fire, you damned fools. Don’t turn your back to the enemy. Steady, you damned fools.” [2] “M” troop fell back slowly and in perfect order, held the Indians in check until “A” and “G” had mounted. Several of their horses had been shot, and their riders, consequently, very much disturbed.

[1] When our troops reached the wood, the horse holders were protecting our horses with their revolvers. The men whose horses had been shot were trying to steal the mounts of the others. The Sioux came closer and closer upon us, and as soon as we mounted we fought our way back.

[2] “M” Troop left Sergeant O’Hara and Private [George E.] Smith on the skirmish line [see Appendix 3.82 for a different version]. Isaiah, the colored interpreter of Fort Rice, Bloody Knife, the Chief of the Rees Scouts, and a civilian also remained [Bloody Knife was killed in the timber, while the others mentioned were killed in the valley during the retreat to the ford]. [1] Away to the front and left of our line were half a dozen civilians, headed by Charley Reynolds, the scout. With him was Dr. Porter, the contract surgeon; Bloody Knife, chief of the Ree scouts, and Isaiah, a negro interpreter, who, from being a squaw man, had learned the Indian language. They were all killed, except Porter. The Sioux were sharp. They knew a darkey’s shinbone was tender, and after capturing Isaiah, who probably was wounded, they fired a dozen bullets into his shins while he was still alive.

[2] Lawrence was hit in the stomach when about to mount. I went to his relief, which caused me to be the last man to leave the timber, with the command, with the exception of Lieutenant Hare, who passed me in the bottom. [1] On my way to the ford, I heard a horse coming rapidly, and half turning, revolver in hand, I saw it was Lieutenant Hare on his Kentucky mare. He passed me like the wind.

[2] Sergeant Charles White was wounded in the arm, and his horse killed. He was left in the woods, as was also “Big Fritz,” a Norwegian, whose surname I do not remember [this was John Sivertsen, a private of M], but whose horse was killed. “A” and “C” had men left in the timber also, and they all reached the command on the hill during the night with DeRudio, or about the same time [most of the men rejoined the command during or just before the advance down the bluffs to Weir Point. DeRudio and three others did not come in until the night of 26/27 June].

I give more details in regard to “M” than the other troops, because of a personal acquaintance with each member. Corporal Scollen and Private Sommers fell in the charge from the timber to the ford. [1] As we were riding back, hell bent for life, Corporal [Henry M.] Scullen’s [Scollen] horse stumbled and fell. He thought it was killed, and unslinging his carbine, he stayed there, fighting on foot, and died. But the horse hadn’t even been hit. I was close behind, and my horse leaped over Scullen and his mount. Then his horse got his feet again and galloped off. It was too late for Scullen to do anything, but just get as many shots as he could before they killed him. [2] It was a charge, and not a retreat, and it was led by Reno. Every man that I saw used his revolver at close range. I was at least twenty yards behind the rear of the command. [1] Just before we reached the ford, the captain’s dog robber fell, hit through the bowels. The captain told another man and I to dismount and take care of him. The other man didn’t, but I got down and went over to Lawrence [Lorentz]. He was rocking to and fro, groaning. I asked if I could do anything, and he said no. I dragged him to the brush nearby and hid him, and then mounted. … [3] Captain French gave the command: “To your horses, men!” Private “Sandy” [David] Summers was number four of the first set of fours, and he had my horse. When I reached him, a man from another troop was endeavoring to secure my horse. Summers told him: “Let go, or I will blow your head off!” I took in the situation and leveled my carbine at the fellow’s head, and told him to quit, it was my horse - and he did. I secured my horse, “Stumbling Bear” and mounted - pushed up to the side of my Captain. Just at that moment, his orderly, Private [George] Lorentz, who was mounted, was shot through the stomach, and called to the Captain that he was hit, and then he toppled over. He was caught by Private Frank Neely. The Captain said: “All right, Lorentz, I will have you taken care of.” He turned to Private [Roman] Rutten, and said: “Rutten, you and Morris dismount and take care of Lorentz.” I dismounted, but Rutten either did not hear, or pretended not to hear, the Captain’s order, and rode off.

I picked Lorentz up, placed one arm around his neck and one arm under one of his legs (he was much heavier than I), and I half carried and half dragged him about twenty-five yards from the opening where the men and horses were, to the cover of the brush. In the meantime, I heard Reno say: “Men, we are surrounded. Draw your revolvers and follow me.” Somebody (but not Reno) cried: “Every man for himself.” The outfit moved out.

I remained with Lorentz, whom I had braced up against a tree, until every man in sight had disappeared. My horse was fighting to go with the other horses, jumping and ranting, and I thought he would get away from me. Lorentz said: “Go on, don‘t mind me. You cannot do me any good.” I said: “Captain told me to take care of you.” He said: “Go on. You cannot do me any good.” I said: “All right. If you say so, I will go”

[1] By this time, I was quite a distance from the last of our men. I could see the fight at the ford. The stream there was 100 feet or so wide, 4 feet deep, and a fair strong current. The Sioux were upon them, and someone raised the cry, “Every man for himself.” Lieutenant McIntosh, part Indian himself, was dragged from his horse and hacked to death. I saw there was nothing but death there, and turned sharp to the left. Dashing through the underbrush, which nearly scratched my face raw, I came to the stream.

[2] The Indians closed in, so I was obliged to jump my horse off the bank, at least fifty yards below the ford, and while in the river had an excellent view of the struggle. It was hand to hand, and McIntosh was certainly there at the ford, and sold his life as dearly as he possibly could…[3] During the retreat, two Indians got so close to me that I thought they were going to lasso me. I opened fire on them, and emptied my six-shooter, and they disappeared. The Indians closed in between the ford and the outfit. Since the Indians were ahead of me, I turned to the left, and, as I did so, I saw Lieutenant McIntosh, who was surrounded by about sixty Indians. He was within twenty yards of the ford, and at least a thousand yards from the place where they now have his monument…

[1] The bank was 12 or 15 feet high and steep, and the water much deeper than above, at the ford. My horse never hesitated. He leaped far out, and I held on for life. I thought we would never come up; but we did, and the horse struck out for the shore. The only way up the bank was through the gully at the ford, through which only one man could go at a time. When I got there, two troopers - Turley and Rye - were jammed in. [2] When I reached the cut in bank, I found Turley and Rye mounted and Lieutenant Hodgson wounded and dismounted. He was waist-deep in the water. He grasped my stirrup strap with both hands. Rye let Turley go ahead through the cut, and he was killed as he reached the top; Rye followed without receiving a scratch. [1] There was a perfect rain of bullets from the Sioux on the opposite bank. I yelled “For God’s sake, one of you pull out so the rest can get up.” Rye drew back, and Turley went up, only to be killed instantly. Rye and I followed. [2] The lieutenant held onto my stirrup for two or three seconds, and was dragged out of the water. He was hit again, and let go as my horse plunged up the cut. Sergeant Criswell may have assisted him out of the water, but if he did, he went back into it again. To say that a man could or did ride back down that cut is to suggest, to my mind, the impossible.

[3]…I made for the river on the retreat, and jumped my horse off the bank - which was at least ten feet high - landing in the center of the river, which proved to be deep. I thought I was a goner, but we came up smiling, crossed to the opposite side, and made for the cut, or pony trail, which led up to the bluff. When I arrived there, Lieutenant Hodgson (Jack of Clubs) was in the river grabbing for a trooper’s stirrup, who refused to help him. I then saw that the water was crimson around his legs and thighs. Privates [Henry] Turley and [William] Rye [both of M] were wedged in the cut, and neither would allow the other to go ahead. The bullets were flying like hailstones. I rode up behind these two men, and Hodgson reached out and said to me: “For God’s sake, don’t leave me here, I am shot through both legs.” I said: “All right, grab hold.” I gave him my right stirrup, which he grabbed with both hands, and I grabbed him by the collar, a firm grip with my right hand. I grabbed a lock of my horse’s mane, and called to Rye and Turley: “One of you fellows pull back, and let the other go up.” Rye pulled back. Turley went up, and was killed within ten feet of the top of the cut. Rye went up without being hit. I followed with Hodgson. I had a firm grip on him, and he was safe until the second plunge of the horse, which took us halfway up the cut. On the third plunge, he let go, and all his weight fell upon me, and almost pulled me apart. He was probably hit again. At any rate, he fell to the ground in the middle of the cut, which was about twelve feet high…

[2] Upon reaching the level above the cut, I dismounted and led my horse as fast as possible up the bluff, and overtook Tinker Bill Meyer and Gordon about half way up the bluff. We stopped a moment to rest. The bodies of the fallen soldiers were plainly visible. They marked the skirmish line and the line of the charge from the timber to the ford, and were in the river and at the top of the cut. [1] Up there, two of my comrades were killed while I was talking with them. That was the volley which hit me. I felt a sting in my breast, but didn’t mind it. Another trooper, who had lost his horse but had got himself safely across, came up and said, “You can’t sit on your horse now. Let me take him.” But I had seen what had become of the wounded across the stream that were left without a horse. I shoved my revolver in his face, saying, “You can’t get that horse without taking what’s in this.” I managed to mount, and rode up to where the men were gathering on the high bluffs. [2] At this instant, a shower of lead sent Meyer and Gordon to the happy hunting-ground, and a fifty caliber passed through the left breast of your humble servant. Our horses were also hit. I continued up the hill alone and joined the command; was then assisted to the improvised hospital. [3] I got off at the top of the cut on the east bank, and adjusted my saddle girth, jumped on again, and pushed on. Two-thirds of the way up the bluff, I overtook Privates Dave [Henry] Gordon and Bill Meyer [both of M], the latter nicknamed Tinker Bill. I said to them: “That was pretty hot down there,” and Gordon said: “You will get sued for that, you shavetail!” The next second, all three of us were hit. “Tinker Bill” was hit in the eye, and Dave Gordon was shot through the neck, cutting his windpipe. All three horses were hit, and I was shot through the left breast.

[2] Reno at this time had lost, in killed and wounded, and left dismounted in the woods, over 30 percent of his battalion (there were over ten left in the woods). Lieutenant Hare was particularly conspicuous, and distinguished himself by his cool and determined manner when he ordered the men to fall in at the top of the hill, and whatever demoralization there was, was immediately dispelled by that courageous young Texan. [1] Here I saw one of the bravest deeds of the day. Reno, like most of the rest of us, was stampeded, and, with what head he had, was trying to hunt out the highest bluff on which to make a stand. Capt. Moylan had started to continue on his own hook, with what was left of his men from the retreat ordered by Reno. Lieut. Hare, who had passed me on his fast horse across the stream, yelled out with a voice that could be heard all over the field: “If we’ve got to die, let’s die here like men. I’m a fighting [son of a bitch; blank in the source] from Texas.” Then turning to Moylan, he called out: “Don’t run off like a pack of whipped curs.” That gave Reno the cue, and recovering himself, he said, “Captain Moylan, dismount those men.” Moylan didn’t obey at once, and Reno repeated the order. So A troop dismounted and deployed as skirmishers. Hare was born in Indiana, but was appointed to West Point from Texas, and was graduated only two years before. He was game clear through, and he saved the command from a stampede then and there.

Corporal Sniffen, of my troop, was the guidon bearer. The guidons of the other two troops had been thrown away in the retreat; but Sniffen had torn his from the staff and stuffed them in his shirt. First thing when Captain French saw him on the hill, he said, “Corporal, you damned fool, where are your colors?” Sniffen pulled them out, and French had them put on a carbine and stuck in the ground. After Terry came up, Sniffen went over the line of the retreat and found the body of his bunkey, with a couple of dozen stone arrows in it. He pulled the arrows out, and proposed to send them to his bunkey’s family as relics. We got that idea out of his head.

Well, all this time the bullets were snarling and snapping around us. I didn’t know how badly I had been hit; but the loss of blood was beginning to tell on me. When French ordered us to mount and get back to higher ground, I said, “I can’t keep mounting all the time.” Just then I got too dizzy to sit on the horse, and I heard him say, “Why, the damned fool is wounded. Take him to the doctor, or he’ll die on his horse.” I reeled, and was caught just in time. When I came to, Dr. Porter, who had got out of that hollow across the river where Charley Reynolds and some other scouts were killed, he had me bound up in bandages. The bullet passed through my left side, barely missing the heart. I couldn’t fight any more.

[2] Benteen, arriving about an hour later, came up as slow as though he were going to a funeral. By this statement I do not desire to reflect in any way upon him; he was simply in no hurry; and [Private Jan] Muller [Moller] of his troop, who occupied an adjoining cot to mine in the hospital at Fort Abraham Lincoln, told me that they walked all the way, and that they heard the heavy firing while they were watering their horses. [1] Soon, Benteen, with his three troops and the pack train with its convoy, came up. The bodies of the horses and the ammunition and provision boxes were all piled together for breastworks; and the men of the seven troops, or all but Benteen’s troop, fell to digging rifle pits. The wounded were put in the center. All the rest of that day and next day we stood off the Indians.

[2] Benteen was, unquestionably, the bravest man I ever met. He held the Indians in absolute contempt, and was a walking target from the time he became engaged until the end of the fight at sundown on the 26th. He took absolute charge of one side of the hill, and you may rest assured that he did not bother Reno for permission of any kind. He was in supreme command of that side of the hill, and seemed to enjoy walking along the line where the bullets were the thickest. His troop, “H,” did not dig rifle-pits during the night of the 25th, as the other troops did, and in the morning, their casualties were increased on that account. He ordered “M” out of their pits to reinforce his troop. There was some dissatisfaction at the order, as the men believed that the necessity was due solely to the neglect of “H,” in digging pits. They obeyed, however, and assisted Benteen in his famous charge. [1] Benteen was as brave as Hare had been. Virtually, Benteen commanded the whole outfit. When the bullets were spitting around us, and every man in the rifle pits was flattening himself on his stomach as much as possible, Benteen walked up and down the line, until the men - the privates - fairly begged him to lie down. He led the charge that drove the Indians further back, where they couldn’t annoy us so much.

[2] It was rumored, subsequently, that French recommended his First Sergeant, John Ryan, a sharpshooter, and some other men for medals, and that Benteen refused to indorse the recommendation as to Ryan, because he failed immediately to order the men out of their pits at his end of the line at his (Benteen’s) order. It was claimed that French thereupon withdrew his list. Ryan was in charge of the ten men that Reno sent to skirmish the woods [Morris claims to have been part of this detail, above].

I was very much amused to learn, from your article, that Windolph received a medal. I remember him as the tailor of “H” troop, and have a distinct recollection of his coming into the field-hospital, bent almost double and asking for treatment for a wound which, his appearance would suggest, was a mortal one, but which the surgeon found, on removing his trousers, to be only a burn. The surgeon ordered him back to the line amid a shout of laughter from the wounded men. Mike Madden of “K” lost his leg, and Tanner of “M” his life, in the dash for water for the wounded. I hope Madden received a medal [he did not]. [1] By Monday, the 26th, the stench from the dead animals was fearful, and the thirst could hardly be borne. Benteen called for volunteers to run down to the river with camp kettles. Half a dozen men responded; and among them was Mike Madden. Between two lines of men, who deployed down the bank to protect them, these kettle bearers ran. They filled their pails and started up. Madden got bullets in both legs; but he set his two kettles down carefully, and then fell over. From our enclosure a rush was made; he was put in a blanket and carried in, and others took his kettles. One leg was so badly wounded that it had to be amputated. Dr. Porter put the tailboard of a wagon under his thigh, and cut off the leg.

Terry came about 10 o’clock Tuesday morning. We saw the column, and cheered, taking it first for Custer, and then for Crook. Terry rode out ahead of his staff and came up the hill. Reno rode to receive him, and stood with folded arms and a broad smile, as much as to say, “Well, I’ve put up a good fight, and saved my command.”

Terry extended his hand, and as Reno grasped it, he saw tears rolling down Terry’s face.

“Where’s Custer? What’s the matter?”

“Custer’s been defeated, and we think every man has been killed,” replied Terry, who could hardly control his voice.

Reno didn’t know what to say. Neither did any of the rest of us.

The Seventh Cavalry buried its own dead, while the relieving force stood guard. The wounded were put on the steamer Far West, and she brought us and the news to Lincoln at the same time.

We were supposed to have 200 rounds of ammunition in our saddlebags, but we didn’t. We varied our camp fare with venison, and meat obtained in that way cost cartridges, and to renew our supply cost us 6 cents a cartridge. But the belts we wore had to be full, for they were inspected every day. Our good stand on the hill was due to the extra ammunition carried by the pack trains. Each mule carried three boxes of a thousand rounds each. The boxes were tied one on each side, and one on top.

[2]…In conclusion, I ask you “how, in God’s name, you could expect Reno, with one hundred and twenty men, to ride through upwards of three thousand armed Sioux, and then be of assistance to Custer or anyone else? I say we were sent into that valley, and caught in an ambush like rats in a trap. That if we had remained ten minutes longer, there would not have been one left to tell the tale. That the much abused Reno did charge out of the timber, and that we who survive owe our lives to that identical charge which he led. We, at least, give him credit for saving what he did of his command.

Morris was interviewed by Walter Camp, or at least Camp made some notes relative to Morris and the resultant information is contained in ‘Custer in ‘76’ [refer to B4.80]

[CN] 3.81
 [CT] CAPTAIN MYLES MOYLAN: TESTIMONY AT THE RENO COURT OF INQUIRY, 1879

Captain Myles Moylan commanded A Company at the Little Horn and was in Reno’s Battalion. He fought in the valley and in the defense site on the bluff-tops. He proved to be a fairly effective witness in favor of Reno at the RCOI, despite having been called as a witness by the Recorder. Moylan clouded the record of what truly happened in the valley and he did this probably more out of self-interest than of any particular attempt to shield Reno of anything.

Reading all of the testimony and all of the accounts of the action in the valley, it becomes clear that Moylan was one of the chief architects of the disaster there. It was he and Wallace that led to the skirmish line being withdrawn from the bottom into the timber and he who convinced Reno that they had to get out of that position.

Some have said that Moylan “showed the white feather,” and he earned the nickname “Aparejo Mickie” for allegedly spending most of his time in the Reno-Benteen defense site hunkered down behind a pack saddle rig.

All of this should be borne in mind when reading his testimony, which is given below, with only a minimum of edits in terms of punctuation and a few comments. Refer also to B5.244 & B7.313 for letters from Moylan.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) State your name, rank, regiment and where serving.

A) My name is M. Moylan. I am Captain in the 7th Cavalry, and am stationed at Fort A. Lincoln, Department of Dakota.

Q) What duty were you on the 25th and 26th of June 1876, where and with what command?

A) I was in command of Company A, 7th Cavalry, which constituted a portion of the command under General Custer on the 25th and 26th of June 1876. I was serving in the Department of Dakota, in the vicinity of the Yellowstone and the Little Big Horn Rivers.

Q) Of what troops did General Custer’s command consist, on the morning of the 25th?

A) The twelve companies of the 7th Cavalry.

Q) In what capacity was Major Reno serving at that time with the command?

A) He was major of the 7th Cavalry, and he was serving in that capacity with the regiment on that expedition.

Q) State what battalion organizations were made on the morning of the 25th of June - at what time and by whose order?

A) No particular designation. The orders which I received notifying me that I had been assigned to Major Reno’s battalion were simply memorandum orders which would show that three companies had been assigned to him as his battalion. The companies were A, G and M.

Q) State if you knew at the time, or as it appeared to you afterward, what officers were placed in command of these different battalions, and how many there were.

A) I know nothing personally of it myself. I afterward ascertained that Major Reno had a battalion, Captain Benteen had one, Captain Keogh had one, and Captain Yates had one. Each of these battalions I have named consisted of three companies, except Captain Yates’ which was two companies. Captain McDougall being absent with the pack train accounted for the other company.

Q) How many companies were there in Major Reno’s battalion?

A) Three.

Q) Previous to this battalion designation state whether the command halted and made coffee at the early dawn of that morning. If so, how long did it halt and what orders were given, if any, and by whom, at that time?

A) On the night of the 24th the command made a night march, leaving camp about 11 o’clock on the Rosebud River or creek and marched about two and a half hours, and they were bivouacked there without unsaddling, and orders were given for the men to lie down and sleep if possible, and guards posted, I suppose, and if possible to have coffee made for the men in the morning, if water could be found. It was supposed we were on the dry fork. It was one of the streams tributary to the Rosebud.

Q) Whose order was this?

A) It was brought to me by one of General Custer’s staff officers.

Q) How long did the command remain there before leaving, and by whose order did it move?

A) It remained there until somewhere about 8 o’clock and then it moved forward. By whose order I don’t know.

Q) Now describe the character of the country marched over on the line of march, up to the next halt, and state what distance.

A) The country was rolling. The country marched through was the valley of this dry fork that we had bivouacked on, and on either side, at a distance of half a mile in some places to a mile and a half in others, were high, broken hills.

Q) Did the command halt in moving up that stream afterward, before reaching the summit or divide?

A) It halted. I should say about half past 10. It may have been 11 o’clock. I don’t remember the time. I don’t know that I know the time. I don’t give that time as definite.

Q) About that time what indications were there of proximity to hostile Indians, as far as brought to your knowledge?

A) There was a very fresh trail visible, a trail that had evidently been made but a day or two previous, and while at this second halt at the foot of the divide, between the Little Big Horn and the Rosebud, a sergeant of one of the companies returned on the trail some miles, I don’t know exactly how far, for the purpose of recovering, if possible, some clothing of his that had been lost from a pack mule the night before. He had gone back several miles I presume, and on going over one of those knolls, over which the command had marched, he saw two or three Indians some four or five hundred yards in front of him, one of them sitting on a box of hard bread, examining the contents of a bag, the contents of which I don’t know. He thought that his duty was to return at once to the command and report it, and he did so.

After he returned, he reported the matter to Captain Yates, the captain of his company, and Captain Yates talked the matter over with Captain Keogh, and Captain Keogh hunted up Colonel Cooke for the purpose of notifying him, in order that General Custer might be informed. General Custer at that time, I was informed, was some distance ahead, at a point of the divide from which these Indian ponies were visible.

Q) At what point of the march was it that any separation was made of any part of the men from the other part?

A) The separation was made with the organization of the battalions. That was probably a mile or a mile and a half the other side of this divide which separated the Little Big Horn and the Rosebud. That must have been half past 12. I don’t know definitely as to the time.

Q) What part of the command first started, or pulled off, from there?

A) Captain Benteen’s battalion.

Q) What was the direction of the line of march of Captain Benteen, as compared with the line of march of General Custer and Major Reno, as far as you knew at the time?

A) I very soon lost sight of him. At time he would appear again, the country is very broken and he appeared and disappeared from time to time.

Q) State at what the divergence from the column General Custer was.

A) He [Benteen] went off at almost a right angle. I think our course was almost due north and his would probably vary a little north of west.

Q) State when it was that the command pulled ahead of the pack train, if at all.

A) I think it was at that time. The pack train was left behind at that time - I think near the divide. That is my opinion. I don’t know anything about it.

Q) Where was Major Reno’s separation so that it seemingly made a distinct organization?

A) About that same time that Captain Benteen’s battalion pulled out of the column.

Q) Now begin at the point of Major Reno’s separation from the column of General Custer, and go on and describe in detail the movements of the column as far as you know, with reference to each other, up to the time that Major Reno’s column finally separated from that of General Custer, giving the nature of the ground, etc.

A) Within a few minutes, probably after the organization of the battalions, Captain Benteen’s column pulled out to the left, Major Reno’s head of column diverged a very little to the left, and General Custer’s very little probably to the right, but the head of General Custer’s column and Major Reno’s column were nearly on a line, and they traveled in that manner several miles, sometimes being a 150 or 200 yards apart, at other times 400 or 500 yards apart. The country was rolling and broken there so that no regular intervals could be preserved. They continued in that manner until they reached the point where a couple of abandoned Indian lodges were discovered. Upon reaching these, as I afterwards understood, Major Reno was sent for by General Custer and received orders to move forward with his battalion as the Indians were supposed to be a few miles ahead and retreating.

Q) State, if you know, what orders were given to Major Reno by General Custer or his adjutant at that time, whether any further orders were given to Major Reno by General Custer or his adjutant.

A) I know nothing about it excepting by hearsay.

Q) Now go on and state what transpired, with reference to Major Reno and his command, from this place of final separation where the tepees were. State what orders, if any, were given by Major Reno to his command, what streams were crossed, the engagements that ensued, in short, everything relating to the movements of that command, the orders and instructions given by him and his conduct, or that of his men, so far as these matters came within your personal knowledge on that day and the day following.

A) After Major Reno’s battalion had moved forward, or separated from General Custer’s column, the command “Trot!” was given. His battalion took the trot and moved forward in column-of-fours down the valley of this tributary to the Little Big Horn for some three or three and a half miles, reaching the Little Big Horn and crossing it. A slight pause was there made to allow the companies to close up after crossing the stream. When all were closed up, they moved forward again at a trot, the head of the column moving at a very fast trot, so that the two rear companies were galloping. They moved probably a third of a mile when the companies were formed in line, before the crossing was made on a little high ground on that side of the river.

An immense cloud of dust was seen down the valley, and [there was] a little opening in it occasionally where we could see figures moving through it. After the line was formed, the command moved again in line, and the dust seemed to recede before the command, until it passed over probably a mile further, when it stopped. Then we could see Indians coming out of this dust, mounted. They were so numerous that I supposed Major Reno thought it was more force than he could probably attack mounted, consequently he dismounted his command. At that time his command had reached this point of timber, and the command was given to halt and dismount to fight on foot. The companies were dismounted and the horse-holders ordered to take the horses into the timber for their better protection and the dismounted portion of the companies deployed as skirmishers; Company G on the right, my company to the center, and M Company on the left.

In about ten minutes after, I understood that Major Reno got information that the Indians were turning his right - that is coming up the left bank of the river and threatening his horses. The greater portion of G Company was withdrawn from the line and taken into the woods, so that it left an open space between the right of my company and the timber. I extended in on the right in order to cover that. We remained there 30 minutes or longer, probably 25 or 30 minutes, and during this time there had been very heavy firing going on. In fact the firing had commenced on the part of the Indians before we dismounted. We fired from our side, however, some; but after the skirmish line had been deployed, the firing was quite heavy on both sides, in fact, very heavy. The Indians seemed to be withdrawing slightly from our front and passing around the left flank of the line, some passing between the foothills and some beyond the foothills.

Major Reno at that time was in the bottom superintending the movements of G Company that he had taken down there. Fearing that these Indians were turning the left of his line, and would close in from the left so as to necessarily cause a change of front on a portion of the front of the line, at least, I went to the edge of the hill and called to him to come up there and look at the situation of affairs himself, so that he might see how the thing was going. He came in there, and soon took in the situation and ordered the line to be withdrawn. That movement was executed on the part of my company by a flank movement to the right and the same movement on the part of M Company [see Chapter 5].

About half of M Company had to face to the left again, in order to change front in the direction of the hills, as this attack was being made from that direction by Indians closing at the time the line was being withdrawn. The order was then given to mount up the companies.

The companies were mounted up, and being unable to form in any order in the timber, I gave my men orders to mount up as rapidly as possible individually and move up out of the timer in order that they might be formed out there. When about one half of my company was mounted up, I went out of the timber and formed the men in column-of-fours as they came up.

M Company came up very soon after and formed on my left at an interval of 15 or 20 yards. G Company, as I understood, did not mount quite so soon or did not get up quite so soon as the other two companies, but they were in the column before it reached the river. During the time the companies were being formed, Major Reno was there on his horse overlooking the formation of the companies. He asked me as to my opinion as to the point we had better retreat to, as it became evident to him that our movement would be entirely on the defensive. It must necessarily be, owing to the force of Indians then in sight and coming down.

I have almost forgotten what reply I made, but at any rate he designated a point across the river at some high hills where we would go to establish ourselves there, if possible, and await further developments. I don know what his intentions were. In a few minutes he gave the order to move forward, and the command moved forward at a trot and then at a gallop. After the command was in motion at a gallop, the heads of the companies were almost on a line. The Indians closed in very close on the other flank and on the inner flank, toward the timber, very close also, as there were a number of Indians in the timber - in fact, I know there were a great many Indians in there [this version of the departure is at odds with virtually every other account. Moylan would have the reader believe that the two companies came out, straggling, in ones and twos and threes, and then were calmly drawn up in columns-of-fours, with the companies riding side by side, and that he and Reno, just as calmly, discussed where the best place to go was – all this while the command was being besieged by hundreds of warriors, blasting away at them].

While the men were mounting up, one of my men was wounded - just after mounting his horse - by a shot fired by an Indian who was between us and the river, in the woods. About half the distance from where we started for the river, to the river, I dropped from the head of my company down to a point about the middle of the company, and I found the rear of my company was very much broken up, as the shooting into it was very severe. A good many men had been wounded, and some killed, while the company was in motion. I rode in that position until the head of the company reached the river. When I reached the river myself, I found the river full of horses and men. There was no regular ford there where they attempted to cross. They simply moved on the trail and into the river, and got onto the other side. After reaching the other side, under cover of a bank that projected in toward the river there, we passed around it to the other side.

I stopped at the head of my people, and tried to get them together and found there were a good many missing. There were some nine or ten men that had been hit and some four had been killed or were missing. I think I had five or six wounded men there. After we gathered them together we rode up to the top of the hill and dismounted there and I turned my attention to getting my wounded men together and caring for them. After reaching the top of the hill and the command was dismounted, I got my wounded men together, five, and had Dr. Porter come there and attend to them and all that, and after doing this I heard voices saying there was a column of cavalry approaching [for a more accurate description of Moylan’s arrival at the top of the hill, see Chapter 6].

I didn’t pay much attention to it, supposing it must have been Benteen’s command, as I afterward ascertained. Of course I supposed that from the direction in which the column was coming, coming down the right side of the stream. In a few moments he came up with his three companies. In a half or three-quarters of an hour afterward the pack train came up [the first ammunition mules]. I saw Captain Weir’s company move out and move down to the stream, that is, down the bluffs in the direction in which the stream was running. I don’t know by whose orders, or the intention of it. Soon after the pack train came up, the order was given for the men to be supplied with ammunition, those who needed it, and to prepare themselves at once to move forward. In order to get my company ready to go on with the command, I stripped some of the horses of their blankets, for the purpose of carrying my wounded men, it taking nearly all the men I had left to carry these wounded men. There were five of them and it took four men to carry each blanket. The other men were leading the horses.

After everything was in readiness [and the rest of the mules had arrived], the command moved forward. I attempted to follow with those wounded men of mine, but I progressed so slowly that I sent forward a messenger to Major Reno to tell him I was falling very much behind, and I thought it necessary that some of the men of the rear guard [B Company], or men of the other companies, be sent back to my assistance, to assist me in carrying the wounded men forward. Soon after the men started, I myself mounted my horse and rode forward. I reached first Captain McDougall’s command. I spoke to him, and he detached one half of his company and ordered them to remain with my company as long as I needed them. Seeing that done, I rode forward to inform Major Reno what had taken place. I found him. He was with the head of the column, and he informed me it would hardly be necessary for me to move any further in that direction, as he thought the whole command would have to go back, as from appearances he was under the impression that the whole force of Indians was in front of Captain Weir’s command, which was then dismounted, and firing at us.

With that I returned, and halted my company until the other portion of the command had returned to us. A point was selected near the place where we came to the top of the hill the first time. There the companies were assigned different positions. The animals were all put immediately in front, and where the animals were put my company was placed in position. The wounded men were taken into a corral or barricade that was made behind the position of my company and among the animals. We had been there but a very short time when the action commenced on the part of the Indians - very heavily all along our line.

I saw but very little of the fighting that was being done by Captain Weir’s company, or any other company engaged in it during the movement of the front down the stream. The Indians continued the action until after dark. In the morning, somewhere in the vicinity of 3 o’clock, the thing opened again, and continued until about the middle of the afternoon.

Q) Is 3 o’clock about daylight in that latitude at that time of the year?

A) Well, between 2 and 3 o’clock was about daylight.

Q) Describe the events of the 26th, the firing, the nature of severity of the attack, and the casualties, as far as you knew, etc.

A) The attack was very heavy on the right of the line held by Captain Benteen. My company was next, and I think Captain Weir’s company next to me on my left. I was separated some little distance from him by a knoll that projected out there. In fact, my company was in a valley that was formed by two knolls, one of which was occupied by Captain Benteen’s company and the other one on my left by Captain Weir’s company, so that I had no opportunity during the 26th to see anything but Captain Benteen’s attack [the attack on him, not by him] on that flank was very heavy; in fact, so heavy that some men had to be withdrawn from my front to assist him, to strengthen his line. The firing was very heavy. Any movement on the part of anybody there was attended by great danger, that is, any movement that would expose his person at all, or any portion of it. There was a great deal of shooting done immediately over my line for the reason that the animals were all exposed there and I suppose it was the object of the Indians, if they could not kill the men, to kill the animals, which they succeeded in doing to a very great extent. During the night of the 25th, however, after the firing had ceased, by direction of Major Reno, the companies commenced to fortify themselves in this position. He gave orders that the dead animals, where they could be used, should be pulled out from among the herd, and put in position, and covered over with earth and so on, in order to establish the line. The most of that was done in front of my company, by my company.

We took the dead animals and pulled them out and put them on the line and put packs on them and covered them over with earth as well as we could with the implements we had. We had only two or three spades in the command. With my company, we were occupied at night in throwing up these works so that during the 26th the casualties were very light. I had two men wounded in my company. In Captain Benteen’s company I understood the loss was very heavy, some 20 odd men wounded and two men killed. The loss in the other companies I know very little about. I suppose I heard the number killed and wounded but I have forgotten [see Appendix 5.17].

Q) From the fire of the Indians, after you had gotten into position on the 25th, state about how many Indians you would judge fired into the command, and kept up that fire.

A) From that position of the hill, the attacking force was not at all times visible. They had so much cover; but from the nature of the firing, in my opinion, there were not less than 900 to 1000 Indians in the attack there at all times, and in fact, during the day of the 26th, the Indians were visible from some portions of the line, especially that portion occupied by Captain Benteen’s company. Indians were visible coming out from the village and relieving those on the lines, on one or two occasions during the day - so we supposed they had regular reliefs. I don’t think there could have been less than 900 or about 1000 Indians there, from the length of the line which they had. Looking at it from behind our works, the country looked as though there was nothing there, but if a man showed his head, he would very soon find that there was something there.

Q) From the firing, you should judge the command was surrounded by a thousand Indians?

A) I have no doubt there were at least a thousand Indians on that line.

Q) You base your opinion in regard to that matter on the nature of the firing and what else?

A) Yes, sir, on the nature of the firing. I have no other means of estimating it. The Indians were concealed all of the time and the men, if they did shoot, had to shoot in the direction of the puff of smoke. There was no object to shoot at, the grass was long at that time and of course it concealed them. Not only that but they had thrown up works themselves and several of those works could be seen.

Q) Describe the position of these Indians with reference to Major Reno’s command, whether they were in a position to give it not only a front fire, but a converging fire.

A) Their line extended from opposite to the front of Captain Benteen’s company. The Indians at that portion of the line could not enfilade any other portion of the line, because his portion of the line was higher than any of the others, but at the left of his company and the right of mine, the ground occupied by us was lower, and as it extended around to the right of the Indians and our left, there the position occupied by the Indians at several points was higher than that of ours, and so they had an enfilading fire on our line. I know that several men on our line were wounded, not men of my company, but men detailed with the pack train, from the fire coming from almost our extreme left.

Q) What would you estimate the length of that line of Indians extending around, extending from the Indians right opposite you left, around to their left, opposite your right?

A) I think it was from two to two and a half miles around. Of course the shooting was at very long range. My men were shooting at a range of eight hundred yards.

Q) How near did the Indians approach the command in its position on the hill, and in what force?

A) The only evidences that I saw myself were those of the Indians that approached Colonel Benteen’s line. I saw a dead Indian very close to his line. They came up there within 15 or 20 yards. There were considerable many of them. There was a sufficient number of them to warrant their attempting to turn that end of the line.

Q) You may state then, did they succeed?

A) Well, they didn’t.

Q) State, if you know, where was Major Reno’s own column, when it was first discovered by the Indians, and what, in your mind, were the evidences of the discovery.

A) I have no doubt but that Major Reno’s command was discovered before it crossed the Little Big Horn. The valley was lower than the place where we crossed. It is broken by ravines but, in a manner, level. But in coming down to the river it was much higher and if they didn’t see the command, they saw the dust and knew what it meant.

Q) When they discovered that he had crossed the river with his column, do you think they discovered it as soon as he crossed, or at the time he emerged from the timber near the crossing?

A) I think they discovered his movement before, and knew very well that he crossed there, as that was a regular ford. I think they were perfectly satisfied on that hand that he was crossing. I don’t know whether Custer’s column followed in the rear of Reno’s column. I didn’t look back to find out what was in the rear at all. The only thing I know is by hearsay, and that is that Major Reno was to be supported by General Custer in his attack. That Major Reno’s adjutant told me.

The distance from where Major Reno pulled out to the crossing, I think was three to three and a half miles. In going there, there was no particular trail. There was a fresh Indian trail that had been made a few days before, but no old, established trail. It took the command, to reach the crossing from the time it pulled ahead, about 20 or 25 minutes. It is pretty hard to fix those things.

Q) State whether before you crossed the river, there at that place, you observed any movement of Indians coming up the river on the left bank as if to meet Major Reno’s command. If so, in what number?

A) No, sir - I did not.

Q) Were you in a position to see anything of that kind, if there had been any considerable force coming up?

A) If they had been out in the valley coming up, I would have seen them. Of course, they could have come up under cover of the timber, without our being able to discover them until we got closer to them.

Q) State where it was that you saw the Indians advancing to meet Major Reno’s command. I refer to the time before his command was halted. State where it was that that fact became evident - if it did become evident.

A) It was in the vicinity of this point of timber at which Major Reno’s skirmish line was formed dismounted. How far from there, or how close to it, I don’t know - but it was in the vicinity of that place. Major Reno’s command, at the time the Indians turned back on him, was within 500 or 600 yards of this point of timber, the Indians dropped back.

Q) What was the distance across the bottom from where Reno crossed the river to where the skirmish line was deployed, and state what gait they marched over it?

A) The distance was about a mile and a half and we marched over it at a gallop. I suppose it was 5 minutes. It may have been 10 minutes, for that matter, 10 or 15 minutes. I don’t know the exact time.

Q) State how near to Major Reno’s command were the hostile Indians when he halted it and deployed it; I don’t mean one or two Indians but I mean any bodies of Indian, say in squads from four to ten.

A) I think there was a sufficient number of Indians at the time - they were within 500 yards of him - to warrant him in halting and dismounting. I think the Indians were less than 500 yards distant. They must have been anywhere from two or three or four hundred yards distant.

Q) All within four hundred yards?

A) No, sir. That is not my answer.

Q) Take the given body of Indian, some would be nearer and some further off. Describe that body, and make your own answer to that question. You may state whether there was a thousand right back of these.

A) I think there were about four hundred Indians within five hundred yards of him at the time. That was the best of [my] judgment from watching their movements there. The skirmish line advanced about a hundred yards after they were deployed. The advance was an entirely separate movement from the deployment. The companies were deployed and then moved forward. The engagement began before the deployment was completed. The firing on the part of the Indians had begun some little time before the command was halted, probably a few minutes before.

Q) What were the casualties from this fire of the Indians, up to the time the command had been deployed as skirmishers, if any?

A) None that I know of.

Q) What was the severity of the fire from the Indians up to that time?

A) Well, the fire from the Indians was scattering, as the fire came from the scattering Indians that were in front of their main body. The men of the command commenced firing in this way; a company would deploy and then they would commence firing. The Indian scouts with the command had commenced firing before that time, in fact, I don’t know but they commenced firing as soon as we crossed the river. It was pretty long range. The firing on the part of the majority of our men was very well regulated. With some of the men it was not so regulated, and it was impossible for an officer to regulate it, owing to the men being new in the service and not under fire before. On the part of these new men, it was somewhat wild and at random.

Q) State, if you know, how far it was from where the right of Major Reno’s skirmish line rested when first deployed to the river, and was the ground to the right of the line toward the river timbered or open?

A) The distance from the right of the line to the river was probably two hundred yards, and perhaps not over a hundred and fifty. I have never passed over that ground. From the right of the line toward the river, probably the first thirty yards of it was timbered, the balance of it there was a tree here and there with scattering underbrush. In the timber was some heavy undergrowth.

Q) Describe the width of that timber upstream - from where the right of his line rested where it was deployed. State whether the timber narrowed or whether it was a continuous stretch.

A) At the point where the horses were put into the timber, it bent down to the river so that where we made the second crossing there was no timber. Above that, it commenced again, and went I don’t know how far. The bottom in which Major Reno placed his command extended to the river and to the extreme right of my line, and not over three hundred yards distant, there was quite a number of Indian lodges in sight. With reference to the plateau extending clear into the river, I don’t know, never having been there.

Q) State whether Major Reno or any officer under his command, made any examination of that timber in which his command was placed, with the view of determining its adaptability for a place of defense.

A) I don’t know.

Q) State, in your opinion as an officer, from what you know as a fact, why the command was placed in that timber at all.

A) I don’t know that the command was placed in there. I have given no evidence that it was placed in there.

Q) Describe the position of the command with reference to that timber at any time during the engagement there.

A) A portion of the time part of the command, that is, the biggest part of one company was in the timber and deployed between where our horses were and the river for the purpose of protecting them from Indians that were that side, or on the flank, some on the side of the river we were on, and some on the opposite side of the river from us. Other that that, I know of no troops being put into the timber for the purpose of assault or defense.

After my company and a portion of M Company had been withdrawn, with the remaining part of M Company there was a change of front made, in order to face the bluffs on the opposite side of the valley from us, and on the same side of the river, in order to resist an attack by some Indians that were coming in on these men as they were retiring by the flank. Those men remained there but a short time. I don’t know how long, but there was firing going on from those men and the Indians while they were there.

Those men, when ready to move, were withdrawn from this position and ordered down to their horses. The bottom was about thirty feet lower than the timber, and the bank was very precipitous in places. I know that the command as a whole was not put in the timber for the purpose of defense. In my opinion, not less that two hundred Indians had turned the left flank before it was withdrawn. A part of the Indians were engaging us in front, and the other passed through the foothills, and came out on our left. Before the command left the woods, the Indians that had passed through these foothills and turned our left flank, had closed in within five or six hundred yards from the woods, and were scattering over the bottom.

From the time the command left the woods, there were no Indians in our immediate front, as we faced the river coming out of the woods; but there were some Indians in the timber down on the river bank; but on our right and rear as we were then, looking toward the river, there were a few Indians here and there, perhaps a good many. Opposite the open space in the timber along the river on both banks, the Indians had passed down there. After mounting up and before leaving the woods, I saw thirty or forty Indians down in there, not far from the right of the ford where we retreated across the stream. They opened fire on our men there and I had one man wounded there.

Q) State whether any attempt was made to dislodge the Indians from that position, and, if so, by whom?

A) There may have been some disposition made of G Company that had been in the woods some little time to my knowledge. I don’t know of any.

Q) State, if you know, if anything was done to ascertain how many Indians got in that timber?

A) Major Reno was down there in person, but what he did I do not know.

Q) Do you know what number of Indians were there?

A) I do not know the exact number. I testified that I saw forty or fifty, but there might have been a great many more. I do not limit the number at all. There might have been twice or three times that number.

Q) Might there not have been two hundred Indians in there?

A) There was sufficient room for two hundred.

Q) But might there not have been two hundred in there?

A) Yes, although I did not see two hundred.

Q) State whether a line could have been formed by Major Reno’s command with one flank resting on or near the river, and thence extending across to near the open, and then along the edge of that open and across the timber to the river bank below.

A) If you point out that position on the map, I could answer.

Q) Could there have been any formation made so that both of the flanks could have rested on the timber?

A) There could have been a formation of that kind made, but how long it could have stood there, I do not know.

Q) I was not asking that but whether it could be made.

A) It could be made.

Q) State whether or not such a formation could have been made so that an effective and well directed fire would have covered almost every possible approach to that position, if not, please state why.

A) With a formation of that kind, with the number of men at Major Reno’s disposal, the line would be necessarily so short that it would not extend to the bank at the outer edge of the timber. In my opinion, had such a formation as that been made the, Indians could have possessed themselves of this bank at the edge of the timber, and been on much higher ground than Major Reno’s men could have been in the bottom. Therefore it would have made the position there perfectly indefensible.

Q) How far was that edge or bank from the river?

A) About two hundred yards.

Q) Then what would have been the length of a line to have come out from the river to that point in the timber and going in the timber I have described? Was the timber two hundred yards wide at every point, or was it that width immediately below or further down?

A) It was not so wide. It bent in almost at an angle to the river. When I say below I mean above, higher up on the stream toward this ford.

Q) I am speaking of down the stream.

A) I do not know anything about that.

Q) But the bench, you said, was about two hundred yards from the river?

A) Yes, where the right of the skirmish line rested.

Q) Did that bench run parallel, or what was its divergence?

A) One hundred fifty to two hundred yards it made a bend in toward the river but how close it ran to the river I do not know. I could see where it made a bend and across it the Indian tepees were visible.

Q) Then a line formed to the river across that bench would have been two hundred yards long at that point?

A) Yes.

Q) A little below that it would not have necessarily been so long?

A) No, sir.

Q) State whether or not a command of one hundred men could have been deployed at sufficient intervals to have covered that line and protected themselves.

A) Protected themselves from what, from the number of Indians in front? I do not think such a line could have been established with the number of men there, that is, with the proper number of yards between each man. A line such as could have been formed would not have been strong enough to protect itself from the number of Indians that were there.

Q) How compact in your opinion would the line have had to have been to have protected itself?

A) I think it would have been necessary to have a regular skirmish line with five yards intervals between the men.

Q) Then how many men should Major Reno have had there to form an effective line such as you have described? Double the number of men?

A) I think about double the number. You understand, of course, that all the men he had there were not available, for the reason that one- fourth of the command were engaged holding the horses.

Q) State whether on the hill one-fourth of the men were holding the horses during the engagement.

A) No, they were not.

Q) State as near as you can the number of Indians that were confronting, or in the immediate vicinity of, Major Reno’s position, at the time the order was given to retire from that position in the timber, within effective range I mean.

A) In my opinion there were four or five hundred Indians within effective range, that is, those in the timber and those in the valley.

Q) What further number would you estimate there was back of this, as far as could be seen, as many more?

A) No, I do not think as many more. I think I saw probably six or seven hundred Indians while in the valley. I do not think I saw over that number.

Q) Up to the time the order was first given by Major Reno that the command should leave the woods, how many men had been disabled?

A) I can only answer that question as far as my own company is concerned. I had one man killed and two wounded.

Q) Where did these casualties occur?

A) One was killed in the opening in the valley and the other was wounded in the woods. One of my men who was left in the woods subsequently came out an hour or so after the command reached the hill. He must have been wounded in the woods.

Q) I am speaking of the number of men wounded before the order was given.

A) Before Major Reno gave the order, I had one man killed and one wounded.

Q) Was that before the men had mounted to leave?

A) Yes, I had another man wounded in the woods as the command was going out.

Q) How much ammunition did the command have?

A) My men had fifty rounds on their persons and fifty more in their saddlebags, making one hundred rounds per man.

Q) Had there been an order to the effect that the men should have that amount of ammunition?

A) Yes, that was the order of General Custer.

Q) Up to the time that the command left the woods, how many rounds of ammunition had been fired away in your judgment?

A) I think my men had fired nearly all of their fifty rounds before leaving the skirmish line, and, in consequence, I sent several men from my line to get ammunition from the saddlebags, while the others were still on the line.

Q) From the nature of the firing, what is your opinion as to the average number of shots fired?

A) I think about fifty rounds per man had been fired, between forty and fifty on an average all through.

Q) In what length of time would those fifty rounds be fired?

A) In about forty minutes.

Q) Was the command engaged in firing during the whole forty minutes?

A) I think it was. I think they were on foot forty minutes, and they were engaged in firing all the time they were on foot.

Q) In your opinion, what proportion of the ammunition was judiciously expended?

A) About two thirds, I should imagine. That may be rather a large estimate, but I will let it go.

Q) Please state anything in addition to what you have already stated, [as to] what the object was in leaving the timber.

A) I rather think the object in leaving the timber was, if possible, to save the command.

Q) How many men were lost in getting out of the timber and going to the river?

A) I lost four men killed and I think there were four or five wounded.

Q) What percentage of your command would that be?

A) I took thirty men into the fight and that would make eleven men killed or wounded all together.

Q) As a matter of general notoriety, what was the loss of the command in going across from the timber?

A) There were several men killed and wounded in the other companies, but the exact number I do not know. I think, however, their loss would be about the same as mine, probably not so large, as I was on the outside, on the right flank, and may have suffered a little more than the others [see Appendix 5.17].

Q) Please state, with the great number of Indians around, if Major Reno was not in greater danger of losing the entire command in leaving the timber than if he had remained there.

A) Well, with that particular command with us in the bottom at that time, unless it had been supported, I think the most judicious course was to leave the timber, if possible. Had the command stayed there thirty minutes longer, I doubt if it would have gotten out with as many men as it did.

Q) Did the command leaving there expect to get any assistance, find any aid, or anything of that kind?

A) Not knowing anything in reference to the orders or plans made in reference to the fight, and that sort of thing, I am unable to answer that question. I have only my own opinion.

Q) Well, give your opinion.

A) Well, my own opinion was that there was an opportunity, if we reached those hills on the opposite side of the river, [Little] Big Horn, of having aid come up.

Q) In the event of no aid reaching you, and those five or six hundred Indians had followed the command to the river, closed up and followed it, what would have been the result? Do you think it would have successfully resisted them?

A) No, because their ammunition would not have lasted.

Q) State whether the command was actually driven out of the timber by the Indians.

A) The command was not actually driven out of the timber.

Q) Was it actually driven from that position?

A) The command was virtually driven but not actually driven. It would have been driven into the timber in a very short time, but when we left the timber the command did not leave because it was driven out.

Q) Was there any volley fired from the rear or from near the river by these Indians you speak of as being in the edge of the timber, next to the river, before Major Reno told you that the command must leave that timber?

A) Yes, several shots, not volleys, but scattering shots.

Q) Was there or was there not a volley fired from that place before the command left - I mean firing pretty much together?

A) I suppose there must have been forty or fifty shots. There might have been a great many more but they were not together.

Q) Was that before, or after, the command was mounted to leave?

A) About the time the command was mounted.

Q) State whether at that time you had a trumpeter in the company or was there one in the command?

A) I had a trumpeter.

Q) In advancing from the crossing to this position in the timber, was any bugle or trumpet call sounded?

A) I do not remember having heard any.

Q) Was there any general signal given by which the command in the timber would know it was going to leave, or what movement was to be expected?

A) The order was to mount the companies up, and move off on the plateau, and when I got there I received an order to move out.

Q) Was there any trumpet signal sounded at that time?

A) I do not remember any.

Q) If there had been, would you have heard it?

A) I think so.

Q) State, if you know, whether the entire command had been formed, before starting from that place.

A) The whole of my company was formed before starting. That is all I can answer to your question. I do not know about the others.

Q) State whether or not any of the men belonging to the other companies were left in the timber.

A) In saying that the whole of my company was formed, I meant with the exception of one man who was left in the timber, but how [he was left] I do not know [there were at least two men left from his company]. Lieutenant DeRudio was also left.

Q) State from what you learned, at the time or afterward, whether any other enlisted men were left in the timber.

A) Yes, I believe there were twelve enlisted men left, who afterward came out [and at least two who did not].

Q) Do you remember when they afterward joined the command?

A) When we had been on the hill about an hour, to the best of my recollection.

Q) State whether or not any officers or men were killed or wounded at the crossing, while on the retreat, or going up the hill.

A) I know there were some killed, but how many I do not know. A corporal of my company was killed there and Mr. Hodgson was also killed about there.

Q) Was that crossing covered by an organized body of troops, to protect the river in crossing?

A) I do not think the crossing was covered.

Q) State whether or not the men were triumphant or exultant with success, or demoralized, or despondent, when they had reached the top of the hill. And describe the condition of the command when it reached the top of the hill.

A) Well, it was not demoralized, neither was it very exultant.

Q) When the command got on the hill, was it in any condition to meet and oppose any considerable number of Indians?

A) Within a few moments after we got on the top of the hill, the command was in a tolerably good condition. A skirmish line had been thrown out.

Q) By whose order was that line thrown out?

A) I do not know that anyone would have the authority to do anything of that kind but Major Reno, and I presume it was done by his orders.

Q) State what orders Major Reno gave, either when the command was going up the hill or immediately after reaching the top.

A) I do not remember his giving any orders at all.

Q) Did you hear him giving any instructions?

A) No, for the reason I was separated from the other portions of the command, and probably two-thirds of it had reached the top before I got there.

Q) Who led the retreat or charge to the rear across that timber?

A) I do not know, sir.

Q) Where was Major Reno during that retreat?

A) I do not know.

Q) Was he alongside of you or before you?

A) I saw him as the command moved out. I dropped from the head of my company to the center of it on the outer flank and, of course, I lost sight of him then, and I do not remember seeing him until I was at the river.

Q) At what position was he then?

A) He was riding at the head of the column. I think he was in the interval between the two companies of the head of the column.

Q) State whether any halt or check was made, while crossing that bottom, to permit the men in the rear to close up.

A) There was no halt or check made, but the command was not moving at a run.

Q) At what gait was it moving?

A) It was moving at a very fast gallop. I will illustrate my meaning more clearly: the horse of one of my men was killed under him after my company started, and he succeeded in getting another horse and mounting him, and coming up with the company.

Q) Were there any loose horses around there?

A) He caught a sorrel horse belonging to G Company. One of the men of that company had been killed.

Q) Where do you consider the proper position of an officer, with reference to his command, on a retreat or movement of the character you have just described?

A) I should imagine his position should be where he could observe the whole command.

Q) With reference to the front, center or rear, where would the position be best to have observed the whole command?

A) Under the circumstances, close to the rear would have been the best place to observe what was going on.

Q) I believe you said you yourself dropped back?

A) Yes, I dropped back to the center of my company.

Q) State, if you know, when Major Reno crossed the river with reference to the command.

A) I do not know. When I saw Major Reno he was on the opposite bank, but in front of him going up was quite a number of men and it was my impression that a number crossed before he did, but I do not know as a matter of fact.

Q) On that retreat across the bottom, state what officer, if any, was charged with looking after the rear.

A) I do not know anything about it.

Q) When the command was in the timber, how near was it to the hostile village? And describe, in answer to this question, the location of this village, stating its size, etc.

A) The lodges I saw were supposed to be a part of the village, although they were scattered, and I do not think they were over five hundred yards from where we were in the timber.

Q) Describe the location of this village from what you saw after.

A) Along the upper end, the village was scattering. The bulk of the village was lower down and more compact, as I judged in riding over it afterwards.

Q) State whether or not Major Reno’s position in the timber threatened that village.

A) That position, of course, threatened it, but from the timber Major Reno could not have done any damage to the village or anyone in it. The ground was so much lower than that on which the village stood that he would overshoot the village.

Q) Describe how far the village extended, in your judgment.

A) I think it was certainly three miles, if not more, from end to end, as I saw it afterwards. Its average width would be two or three hundred yards. It was a very large village, the Indians estimating it at eighteen hundred lodges. I have no reason to doubt that the statements of the Indians were correct. There were also four hundred wickiups.

Q) State whether these wickiups were next to or adjacent to these lodges.

A) No, they were scattered in the timber promiscuously.

Q) Did there appear to be a separated and distinct camp of wickiups?

A) Yes, sir, scattering here and there.

Q) Were there any indications of lodges in the immediate vicinity of the wickiups?

A) No, the lodges were more in the open ground.

Q) State whether the position Major Reno took on the hill threatened the village or not.

A) It could not threaten the village. It was entirely out of range.

Q) When the command was in the timber, was it expected or believed, either by yourself or the command generally, that it would in any way be aided or supported in its attack on the village?

A) I have no means of knowing anything about it except what Mr. Hodgson told me with reference to Major Reno’s orders. He said they were to charge the Indians, as it was supposed they were retreating, and Major Reno would be supported by General Custer’s command.

Q) State what the general belief was as to where the remainder of the command of the 7th Cavalry was, at any time from the period Major Reno’s column was engaged in the timber, up to the time it reached the top of the hill.

A) The first that I heard in reference to General Custer’s command was after I got on the hill, where it was rumored among the men that it had passed down on that side of the river.

Q) But at the time you were moving down this bottom and engaged in the timber and in going back to the top of the hill, was there any belief as to where the balance of the command was? What was your opinion?

A) My opinion was that it was on the rear of our trail and was coming to our assistance.

Q) And Captain Benteen’s command?

A) That I do not know so much about. It passed away to the left, and I thought might come in through the foothills.

Q) And Captain McDougall’s command?

A) I think he was on our trail - and he had the pack train.

Q) Can you state how many men Captain McDougall had in his command?

A) I think about forty men of his company and a non-commissioned officer and six privates from each of the other companies.

Q) State whether or not you expected that the other column would join in the fight, or make an attack in support of Major Reno.

A) I have no reason to doubt that if they saw him hard pressed, they would come to his assistance.

Q) State whether any attack on that village in flank by another column, or an attack lower down than from where Major Reno was, would or would not have been supporting Major Reno’s attack.

A) I think it would have been supporting his attack, that is, to the extent of drawing off the number of Indians necessary to resist it.

Q) I understand that by a support, you do not necessarily mean that a command must be immediately in rear of another command to support it in an attack.

A) I think it would be supporting an attack if Reno attacks this end and General Custer attacks that end. It draws a number of Indians from his front and consequently is supporting Major Reno.

Q) Did you hear any firing in the direction of General Custer’s battlefield, after you reached the top of the hill?

A) Yes.

Q) How long afterwards?

A) About an hour. Captain McDougall had come up with the pack train.

Q) Did you hear any before?

A) No.

Q) What remarks did you make at the time?

A) I simply called McDougall’s attention to it, and asked him what he thought it was. He said he supposed it was General Custer firing at the other end of the village.

Q) Describe the sound of the firing.

A) It was evidently volley firing, but very faint.

Q) State what interval of time intervened from the time that Major Reno’s command pulled out at the head of General Custer’s column, until Major Reno and Captain Benteen united their forces on the hill.

A) It might have been an hour. It might have been more or less. I do not know.

Q) State whether or not Captain Benteen’s command could have joined Reno’s in the timber.

A) It would depend entirely upon the force brought against him, but the country was such that it was practicable to do this.

Q) Could he go there even if he were opposed?

A) It would depend altogether on the number opposed to him.

Q) If one command could charge to the rear, could not another command of the same strength charge in the opposite direction?

A) I expect they could.

Q) State what developments, or evidences of fighting, you found on General Custer’s trail.

A) I did not examine the trail at all. I do not know that I ever saw it until I got to this watering place. It was probably half a mile from there I saw the first bodies. The evidences of fighting were a great many dead men lying about there. I saw Lieutenant Calhoun’s company were killed in regular position of skirmishers. I counted twenty eight cartridge shells around one man, and between the intervals there were shells scattered. In deploying the men to hunt for the bodies, my company was on the left next to the river and there but few evidences of fighting there. But when Lieutenant Calhoun’s body was reached, I had permission to go and identify it, as he was a brother-in-law of mine. As soon as his body was found, I was sent for - and that is the way I happened to see those bodies.

Q) Did you go to the point where General Custer’s body was found?

A) After leaving this place, I rode up to this point, I think in company with Major Reno. In the ravine marked as “H” on the map, we found twenty-odd bodies of E Company. They were undoubtedly fighting and retreating. I could see where they had passed down the edge and attempted to scramble up on the other side, which was almost perpendicular. The marks were plain where they had used their hands to get up, but the marks only extended halfway up the bank.

Q) How far was that from the river, following the ravines down?

A) That must have been half or three-quarters of a mile.

Q) Did you go up to the point where General Custer’s body was found?

A) Yes, that was not so far, I think.

Q) State, if you know, how many bodies of officers or men of General Custer’s command were never found.

A) There were three officers that I know that never were found, and I think some fifteen or eighteen men. I do not know the exact number.

Q) What was the general belief as to what had become of those bodies?

A) I do not know of any general belief. My belief was that those men were buried with the others, but were disfigured to that extent that they could not be identified. There were men I had known ten or twelve years whose bodies could not have been recognized, had it not been for certain marks.

Q) Would not the regimental roster show the actual number of men in the column?

A) Yes.

Q) The bodies were all counted?

A) Yes, it was generally understood they were counted [not all were, however, found that day].

Q) Do you know whether there was a deficiency?

A) I do not know much about the particulars of that. I know that there were some men missing that could not be accounted for. I have always been under the impression that the officers were buried with the men.

Q) Have you any impression as to what became of the bodies of these men who are still unaccounted for?

A) I understood a number of bodies had been found a considerable distance from the field, which I think would make up the number.

Q) Please state, from all you saw during the engagement there at the Battle of the Little Big Horn, and from the developments afterward in regard to the village, what did you estimate the effective fighting force of that village to be?

A) Well, from the estimate that has been made of the number of lodges, the lodges alone would represent nearly thirty-six hundred men as they estimate about two men to a lodge. There were about eighteen hundred lodges, so it must be between thirty-five hundred and four thousand fighting force.

Q) Did you see the village moving away?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) When was that?

A) About dusk of the 26th.

Q) What did its size appear to be, say in length and width, taking into consideration the time of your seeing it, and all the circumstances?

A) It was nearly dark at the time. The sun had gone down and it looked to me more like an immense buffalo herd that anything else. You could not distinguish mounted men from ponies. It was certainly two and a half or three miles long and it extended on the plain in front of our position across the river, covering nearly half of this plain, which was some six miles across. The moving village was probably several hundred yards wide. There was unquestionably a very large herd of ponies being driven. I think from one quarter to one half a mile would cover the width of the moving village.

Q) State your opinion as to the conduct of Major Reno on the 25th and 26th of June with reference to coolness, efficiency, energy and courage, as commanding officer of the troops. Was his conduct such as to inspire his command with confidence and courage, or the reverse? And give the facts upon which this opinion is based.

A) Major Reno, during the advance in the bottom, rode at the head of the column. After it was formed into line he was in front of the line, invariably in front, sometimes opposite the right, sometimes the center, and sometimes the left, according to the circumstances. All his orders which I received, or all the orders he gave to me in the bottom, either at that time or afterward, were given as coolly as a man under such circumstances usually can give them, and I saw nothing that indicated cowardice about him.

Q) Very well. Take the hill.

A) During the afternoon of the 25th he seemed perfectly cool to me. I saw but very little of him on the 26th. I think I saw him once or twice in passing from the left of the line to the right. I received no orders from him at all on the 26th, as orders were unnecessary. We were in position there and had nothing to do but to hold it.

Q) Did you see him frequently on the 25th after getting on to the hill?

A) Yes, sir, I saw him frequently on the 25th. After dark on the 25th, I lay down by his side for a time behind my company, that is, he was lying on his blanket there and I was lying on the ground close to him, talking.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) State in what order the column moved down to the ford where Reno crossed on his advance, I mean in respect to the companies - where you were placed in regard to the column and where Major Reno rode.

A) The companies moved for a distance in column-of-fours, the heads of the companies on a line with an interval of fifteen, twenty or twenty five yards. After moving a short time the companies formed in line.

Q) What company was in front and what companies followed in order?

A) I think most of that movement was in the same order. We resumed that order after crossing the river, that is, the head of the company nearly on a line, not in line, but in column. My company, I think, was in the center.

Q) Where were you?

A) I rode at the head of my company.

Q) And Major Reno was riding there with you?

A) For the most part he rode there with me, or for quite a time.

Q) Were you in such a position to observe the conduct of Major Reno and any communication that might have been had with him, up to the time that the column reached the ford where Major Reno crossed the river on his advance?

A) Yes, sir, I was. I don’t know that I was in position to hear everything that was said by him all that time. I was at the head of my company and whether he stayed along side of me all that time, I don’t remember, but I knew he was there the greater portion of the time.

Q) Did he halt on the right hand side of the ford where he crossed on his advance, before crossing the river?

A) I don’t remember.

Q) Did you see anyone speak to him just before the crossing of the stream?

A) I don’t remember that, either.

Q) Did you see Mr. Girard speak to him at that point?

A) No, sir. In fact, I have no recollection of seeing Girard at all.

Q) After you crossed the stream, you formed in what order?

A) We formed in column-of-fours again.

Q) Where was Major Reno?

A) Major Reno was at the head of the column. I don’t know at the head of what particular company, but I know he was there. We moved down about one-third of a mile or more in column-of-fours, and then formed in line.

Q) By whose orders?

A) Major Reno’s. He gave the command, “Companies form left front into line,” and after the formation, we moved on at the same gait. Major Reno was in front of the line.

Q) State whether you heard him give any direction to any of the cavalrymen with regard to not over-riding, and that he would give them plenty of work to do in a very short time.

A) Yes, sir. A man in my company whose horse was very restive and rather inclined to go ahead of him, Major Reno turned around and spoke to him. He told him to hold his horse in and keep him under control, that he would give him all the fighting, or all he wanted of it before the thing was over. I don’t know that those were his exact words, but that was the meaning of what he said -, that was the purport of it.

Q) By whose order was the skirmish line deployed?

A) The skirmish line was deployed by Major Reno’s order.

Q) Where was he when the order was being carried into effect?

A) I think he was there on the line where the deployment was being made. I can not locate him exactly, before or behind the line. I was busy deploying my company, but I know he was there as I could occasionally hear his voice.

Q) State whether you received an order to form your men before the column left the timber.

A) I received an order to move my men onto the plateau and form them there.

Q) From whom did that order come? 
A) Major Reno.

Q) State whether you know a gentleman by the name of Dr. Porter. 
A) Yes, sir, I do.

Q) State whether he ever had any conversation with you since these occurrences, in regard to being frightened or otherwise, and if so, what that was.

A) Yes, sir. I have heard him say once or twice that he was pretty badly scared.

Q) Did he repeat it in any other form?

A) Well, yes, if I remember right, I heard him say on one occasion he never was so scared in his life.

Q) State whether you saw Dr. Porter just before the column moved out of the timber, and if so, at what point, and at what point of time.

A) About half of my company had mounted and moved up onto the plateau before I left the timber. When I did ride up on the plateau, Dr. Porter rode up by my side. Some of the column had left the timber at that time and were on the plateau mounted, but they were not yet in motion. He rode by my side out of the timber, up onto the plain where my company was being formed.

Q) Then he was not by the side of the wounded man then?

A) I don’t know anything about that. I know he was at my side and I was not wounded.

Q) Do you know anything in regard to Major Reno taking a portion of Company G and going to the outer edge of the timber, in the direction of the firing from the Indians in that quarter, in the direction of the firing from the Indians in that quarter, in the direction of the river?

A) I know a portion of G Company was taken in there, and I suppose by Major Reno, as I think he went there with them.

Q) State whether you had any consultations with Major Reno in regard to retiring from the timber before the movement was made.

A) I don’t remember anything that occurred there, only the order was given to mount up and move the companies up onto the plain.

Q) State whether you had any conversation with Major Reno before the movement was made from the timber, with regard to the wisdom of changing the place where the force was in the timber.

A) I don’t remember. I may have had some but I don’t remember.

Q) Did you have some immediately before?

A) Immediately before the companies were withdrawn, after I had called to him to come up on the hill, we had a conversation with regard to the disposition of the men, that is, the skirmishers dismounted.

Q) State whether [during] any period of the time that you saw Major Reno in that timber he betrayed any evidences of cowardice.

A) No, sir. There was a certain amount of excitement, I suppose, visible on his face, as well as that of anybody else, but any traces of cowardice I failed to discover.

Q) State what, in your judgment, would have been the result to the command under Major Reno, if he had continued to charge down that valley.

A) I think if he had continued to do it and gone far enough, he would have been there yet.

Q) State whether the purpose of leaving the timber was not to save the command.

A) I think that was the purpose, sir.

Q) With regard to the diversion of the command, you have been asked the question, what would have been the effect upon the command if a considerable number of Indians had followed the command on its retreat to the high land on the opposite side of the river. If that large body of Indians had followed the command, don’t you suppose the command would have fed the Indians’ rifles as long as if the command had been advancing down the valley?

A) Yes, sir. I think in their position it would be only a matter of time for the command without assistance.

Q) What, in you judgment, would have been the result, under the circumstances in which you were placed, if the command had remained in the timber?

A) In my judgment the command, without assistance, would have been annihilated in the timber.

Q) Was not Major Reno unable to form any estimate of what the effect would be upon himself of the union of Captain Benteen command and the pack train with his own, unless he had known that they had been ordered to join him?

A) I think so.

Q) Where did you first obtain your view of the Indians on the plains on the left side of the river?

A) The Indians became visible about the time the companies were formed in line. Probably some few were visible before that, but then they became visible in force. That was about one-third to one a mile from the crossing. There may have been Indians visible before. I may have seen Indians before reaching that point.

Q) State whether there was a cloud of dust or not.

A) There was a very large cloud of dust.

Q) Was it dense?

A) Quite so, yes, sir.

Q) Was it so dense that a person could see a thousand ponies through it?

A) I think not, not at that time.

Q) State what are the Indians’ tactics, with regard to creating a cloud of dust, in order to conceal their movements from an enemy. Do you know whether that is [one of] their tactics?

A) I presume that is one of their ways of doing it.

Q) Do you know whether it is one way they have followed?

A) I think it is.

Q) After the command had reached the point where the skirmish line deployed, state whether, in your judgment, any person either in the timber or outside, could have seen through that cloud of dust a thousand lodges of the Indians.

A) No, sir he could not have seen a thousand standing lodges from there, had there been no dust at all.

Q) In regard to the character of the movements on the retreat from the timber to the river, state whether the organization was not, in your judgment, a proper one for the purpose Major Reno had in view.

A) The organization was a very good one.

Q) State whether an officer having about one hundred men in his command and attempting to go over an unknown piece of country to a ford, and then from the ford up a hillside to the top beyond, whether he would not be justified in riding at or near the head of the column, in order to select a crossing and to direct the movement.

A) Well, that would depend a good deal on circumstances.

Q) Then I ask you to apply the circumstances as they existed at the time the movement was made from the river.

A) I suppose it would be a very proper thing for a commanding officer to know the country ahead, but under the circumstances there, I think it would be equally so to know what was going on in the rear.

Q) Would it be wrong for him to reach the ford at the head of the column and there remain until he saw that the balance of the column had crossed the stream?

A) No, sir, I think not.

Q) In regard to the character of the men taken into this fight, were they all trained soldiers or otherwise?

A) Some of them were very well drilled and knew their duty very well. Others were not so well drilled, as they had not had an opportunity. They had not been in the service long.

Q) State whether, under the circumstances, the firing of cavalrymen against Indians that are moving in all directions is not a matter largely of discretion with the individual soldier.

A) It is.

Q) Was there any pretense on the part of anyone that this movement out of the timber was a triumphant march?

A) I have not heard of it.

Q) Was it so understood by anybody?

A) A triumphant march across to this ford?

Q) Yes, back from the timber. Was it so understood by anybody?

A) I don’t know. I haven’t heard of anyone considering it in that light.

Q) It was not understood to be that by anybody, was it?

A) No, sir, I think not.

Q) In regard to the command on the top of the hill, wouldn’t you sooner have been dejected on the top of the hill than dead in the timber?

A) Well, I would rather be dejected on the top of the hill than dead anywhere.

Q) After you reached the hilltop, how long a time elapsed before the command was put in a position to resist attack?

A) There was a skirmish line thrown out within a few minutes from the time the command reached the top of the hill.

Q) By whose order, if you know, did Captain Weir move down the river?

A) I don’t know.

Q) Was it at any time your duty to go in that direction, and if so, state how far you went, and whether you found Major Reno, and if you found him, where?

A) It became my duty to go down in the direction in order to overtake the command to inform Major Reno of the disposition of a portion of the rear guard. I found Major Reno at the head of his command, less what was in Captain Weir’s front. Saw him frequently after we returned to where we made the final stand on the afternoon of the 25th.

Q) State whether during that night or on the succeeding day you saw any evidences of cowardice on his part.

A) No, sir. I saw no evidences of cowardice.

Q) State whether you saw him giving orders and exercising command.

A) I did during the 25th, but I received no orders from him on the 26th at all, as it was not necessary that I should. I was in a position there that required no orders on that day.

Q) After the men had been placed in position, wasn’t their duty so plain as not to require much direction on the part of the commanding officer?

A) The duty was very plain at certain portions of the line. At my portion it was very plain, but at that occupied by Captain Benteen it was a very serious one and required the presence of the commanding officer pretty much all the time, as the Indians tried very hard to dislodge him. I also understood some of the other companies were heavily attacked by the Indians, and of course the commanding officer should be there, and attending to affairs.

Q) Is it the fact, in military science, that a commanding officer is personally responsible for the personal bravery of each member of the command?

A) I am not aware of it.

Q) State what was the behavior of the men of these companies, and of the officers, after this stand had been made on the top of the hill, with respect to bravery.

A) Well, everything went on a good deal like clockwork on the hill. They were pretty well entrenched there, and they felt that they could hold their position there for some time. So far as the officers were concerned, they all did their duty, and I have no doubt that they did it well. I had no opportunity to see very much of anyone excepting Captain Benteen. His conduct for coolness and gallantry was perfectly superb - no other word would express it.

Q) And Major Reno made mention of it, didn’t he?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) And deservedly?

A) I think so.

Q) State as a soldier what, in your judgment, was the length of time that the column under General Custer lasted, judging from the manner in which you found the dead. Can you give any opinion on that?

A) I don’t know that I can express a positive opinion. It might have lasted an hour and it might not have lasted that length of time.

Q) State whether, as you say, with the exception of the company under Captain Calhoun, there was any evidence of organized and sustained resistance to the Indians, save that that was found in the circle where General Custer lay?

A) I saw none. Those other men that I before mentioned as having been killed there had evidently been fighting, but there were no evidences of organized resistance. There were evidences that they had retreated, or were falling back without regular intervals, but such evidences as existed about Captain Calhoun’s company existed nowhere else that I saw.

Q) Were Calhoun’s men in that position in which men ought to have been, or would naturally have been, I will not say ought to have been, because there can be no question about Custer’s soldierly qualities, if there had been resistance according to the rules of military sciences?

A) Yes, sir.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) During the fight on the hill and in the timber, how did Dr. Porter do his duty?

A) He did it in the most superb manner. He had a great deal to do, I will say that for Dr. Porter, and he did it well. He had no steward. The doctor that he was the assistant of, was killed and he had it to do all himself and under a heavy fire.

Q) You have stated that the doctor said he never was so scared in his life and that he was pretty well excited.

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State whether or not that excitement was general at that place in the timber.

A) I think so. It was pretty general as a rule, and when Dr. Porter did make this remark to me, he made it in a laughing, joking way, and may not have meant what he said. It was made probably a year afterward, so that he may not have realized what he said.

Q) Do you mean to say that a man frightened, because he should happen to be frightened at a time of great danger, implies that he is necessarily a coward?

A) No, sir, not at all.

Q) Didn’t Major Reno, and everyone else in that command, present the appearance of being frightened under the circumstances?

A) I rather think they were all a little bit shaken up.

Q) Did Major Reno on that retreat remain at the ford till the whole command got across, if so, on which bank?

A) I don’t know.

Q) State whether or not, on going to the top of the hill on the retreat, it was expected either by yourself or by the command generally, that Major Reno would be likely to receive aid, or assistance, or reinforcements when he reached the top of the hill, and state the grounds [for] such belief if you had it.

A) I had no such belief. I knew nothing about it.

Q) Look on the map at the point marked “2” in pencil and state, if from that point Major Reno’s command had been seen in the act of deploying as skirmishers, it would have indicated that he was in any great or particular danger.

A) A command passing that point and seeing another command deploying as skirmishers in the bottom, a half or three quarters of a mile away, certainly that command would not imagine for a moment that the other was in any particular danger.

Q) If General Custer in passing there and seeing such deployment, would he expect that command would retreat in 30 or 40 minutes?

A) No, sir, he would expect it would hold its position.

Q) Was everything going like clockwork on the hill before, or after, Captain Benteen arrived?

A) After - it was not so regular before.

Q) You did not refer to clockwork in going across the bottom or up the hill?

A) That was a little faster than clockwork.

Q) Would it not have been better, as a soldier, to have been dead in the timber than dishonored on the hill?

A) I don’t know that that is a proper question to put to me. Very few men but would prefer to die in the timber than to be on the hill degraded.

Q) Did you make any careful examination of the Custer battlefield with a view to determining where certain fights or certain halts had been made?

A) No, sir.

Q) What was the nature of that country?

A) Quite rough.

Q) Was the country such that with a command fighting a powerful enemy, as these Indians must have been there, the command could have made those regular formations that could be made on a plain or plateau?

A) In that portion of the field my company passed over, the command could not, because it was intersected by ravines, many of them very deep. The command might have been fighting with all the courage and bravery possible, and still the position of the bodies might not indicate it.

Q) You say there were pony tracks at that watering place that has been spoken of, and indications of there having been a great many ponies there?

A) A great many animals there. The ground there was very sandy and there were a great many pony or horse tracks.

Q) State whether or not a great many men might not have been dragged or thrown into the river, if they were killed there.

A) Yes, sir, it is not improbable at all, but I doubt if anything of the kind did occur, as there were no evidences of it.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) Did you feel degraded when you reached the top of the hill?

A) Not particularly so.

Q) If Major Reno, with the command deployed in skirmish line, was seen by a column passing down on the right side of the river, would it not indicate two things; first, that the enemy was not fleeing, and second, that the cavalrymen were not charging?

A) It would indicate both to my mind. The enemy [was] not fleeing, or else there would be no necessity for the skirmish line.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) State if advances to ascertain the position of an enemy is not often made by throwing out a skirmish line.

A) Yes, sir, it becomes necessary at times, because if they are fleeing, they may be fleeing for a purpose.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) That is not the way cavalrymen charge?

A) No, sir.

Q) Do you remember having had a conversation with Lieutenant Wallace, while that command was in the timber, in regard to sending back word to General Custer about the strength and position of the hostile Indians?

A) I remember having had a conversation with Lieutenant Wallace about the lodges in the village, not the hostile force. He asked me if I could not send word back to General Custer of the facts. There happened to be a half-breed Indian by the name of Jackson [Billy] there, and I asked him if he could take a message back. He looked around before he made reply, then sweeping his hand around as in the manner of Indians, to the left and rear, he said no one man could get through there alive.

[CN] 3.82
 [CT] DANIEL NEWELL: ACCOUNT AS GIVEN TO JOHN P. EVERITT AND PUBLISHED IN THE SUNSHINE MAGAZINE, SEPTEMBER 1930

Daniel Newell was a private in Company M at the Little Horn and entered the valley with his company as part of Reno’s command. Newell gave his story to John Everitt and it appeared in the September 1930 issue of ‘The Sunshine Magazine’, a local publication in Sturgis, South Dakota. Newell had, he says, settled in Sturgis after his discharge from the army in 1878. He had served one five-year enlistment and was honorably discharged.

In his story, Newell gives a lot of information which is not germane to a study of the Little Horn fights, but I have reproduced the article in its entirety. My editing consists solely of grammatical and punctuation amendments and a few notes. The actual date of the interview [Everitt writes that it is “as told to” him] is not given and cannot be determined, except that it obviously was sometime prior to its publication. A small clue near the end, suggests 1926. It is impossible to say just how much of the story is Newell’s and how much Everitt’s. There are some portions that do not ring true, especially as coming from a cavalryman whose background did not include any formal military instruction aside from his trooper training. Certainly the general tenor is much like Everitt’s introduction, which can be described as standard Custer-as-disobeying-fool fare. Newell however did not repudiate the account. He died in 1933.

Newell’s account is part of a larger piece titled “Bullets, Boots, and Saddles.” Also included are accounts by Charles Windolph, private 7th Cavalry and One Bull, Hunkpapa, which are reproduced elsewhere in the Appendices

STORY OF THE BIG HORN CAMPAIGN OF 1876

I was born in Ballinough, Roscommon County, Ireland, on March 17th, 1847, one of a family of thirteen children. At fifteen years of age, I left home and went to London, where I worked for several years, learning the trade of a blacksmith. In 1870, I came alone to America, landing in New York. I enlisted in the Seventh U.S. Cavalry, the Old Seventh, at Philadelphia, on October 8, 1873, and was honorably discharged at Camp Ruhlen, D.T., on October 8th, 1878. Camp Ruhlen was located on the site of the present Fort Meade, near Sturgis, South Dakota. After my discharge, I went to what is now North Dakota, but returned to Fort Meade in 1879, where I worked as post blacksmith until 1884. On July 9th, 1882, I was married to Mary Harlow at the chapel at Fort Meade, and we have resided at Sturgis ever since. My wife is no tenderfoot herself. She came to the Black Hills with her parents in 1879, together with a party of immigrants, driving mule teams from Fort Pierre, traveling together with armed guards for mutual protection. She can relate some interesting stories herself regarding the early days in the Hills.

I wasn’t so old in 1873 but that I was interested in anything promising excitement or adventure, and this, I suppose, was what prompted me to enlist in the army. I was destined to find plenty of both before I got through.

I was with Custer in 1874, when he made his voyage of exploration of the Black Hills. There were about one thousand mounted men in that expedition, besides one hundred and ten wagons. We passed over the very ground where Fort Meade and Sturgis were later located, and where I was, after a while, to settle down for life. At that time, there was not a white habitation west of Fort Lincoln on the Missouri River for a distance of eight hundred miles or so. Indians, buffalo, antelope and deer everywhere - and the Indians did not take kindly to our invasion, even for exploration purposes, of this vast territory, which had been set aside for their exclusive use by a solemn treaty with the government “so long as the grass grows and water flows.” I didn’t blame them any. Who wouldn’t fight to retain such a wonderful country? And it was theirs anyway, and always had been - treaty or no treaty.

Gold was discovered in French Creek by a member of our party named Ross, and Custer wanted someone to carry the news to the outside world. Charley Reynolds, one of the greatest scouts of the Old West, as fine a gentleman as ever lived, volunteered to carry the news to Fort Laramie, nearly two hundred miles to the south through a Sioux-infested country. In those days, mind you, you didn’t step into an auto, or even a Pullman car and let someone pull you along for a few hours to your destination. Charley had to go horseback, traveling nights and sleeping hidden during the daytime. The owners of that country didn’t want people trespassing on their grass and scaring their buffaloes, and every precaution had to be taken to fool them. So before starting out, I was called to shoe his horse. I placed the shoes on backward. It was some job to do this in such a way as not to interfere with the animal’s gait and still leave a track going the wrong way, and one that the Indians wouldn’t get onto. However, the trick was done, and Charley made the trip without any great trouble. Trouble enough came of that gold discovery, afterwards, however.

But you want to know about the Battle of the Little Big Horn, and who was to blame for the result. I am going to tell you what I know of the facts. You can judge for yourself as to who was to blame.

As soon as the news was leaked out back in the States that, somewhere out in that unknown country, there existed a wonderful pine-covered range of mountains shotted with gold from the grassroots down, our treaty with the Indians had become a scrap of paper to the selfish or adventurous, and many stragglers began to filter into this forbidden land. For a time, the government made a sort of an attempt to keep out the whites; but the lure of gold was too strong even for the United States Army, and so the Sioux took the matter into their own hands. They could see what was coming, and that in a few years they would not have any country; and in the summer of 1876 some of their biggest generals - and don’t forget, they had some big ones - commenced to gather an army big enough to amount to something. Warriors would slip away from their agencies a few at a time, and all got together off up in what is now Montana, under the leadership of such chiefs as Crazy Horse, Gall, Sitting Bull, Rain-in-the-Face, Two Moons and others. Their big medicine man was Sitting Bull, who wasn’t much of a war chief, but who, it was later proved, was the real thing as a medicine man - for on the day before the battle of the Big Horn, they say he went off into the hills somewhere and had a vision, in which he foresaw that the white soldiers would come and be all wiped out. I guess it wasn’t all his medicine which told him that, for we know that he had a first-class organization of scouts, who could tell him at any time of the numbers and every move of the troops, from the time they got within fifty miles of his camp. He knew that Custer had six hundred men coming his way, on tired horses, and armed with rather poor single-shot carbines. He knew that he had about thirty-five hundred warriors in his camp, with maybe fifteen thousand ponies, and most of them armed with the new repeating Winchesters. It wasn’t the Great Spirit told him that, but as long as his people thought it was, it worked just as well - and gave them plenty of courage.

But anyway, up to the time of the Big Horn battle, the army did not know how many Indians were in this gathering, and they had been misled by the reports of different Indian agents, who had continued to report that they had the required number at their agencies and drawing rations. So it naturally looked as if there wouldn’t be many Indians on the war path if they were all at the agencies where they belonged. It was known, however, that this band was together and supposed to be on the war path, and early in the spring of 1876, it was decided to round them up once and for all. Their general location was unknown. That is, they were known to be anywhere within a little spot the size of Montana. An expedition was dispatched from the posts on the Union Pacific to the south, another from Fort Lincoln on the Missouri. The latter included the 7th Cavalry. General Custer, because of some trouble he had gotten into, had been forbidden to accompany this expedition; but, at the last minute, the orders were changed, and he was allowed to go in charge of his old regiment.

We set out from Fort Lincoln, which is located on the Missouri River just across from Bismarck, N.D., on the 17th of May, 1876. There were twelve troops, six hundred men in this regiment. At the start there were wagon trains, Gatling guns, as well as the regular cavalry, and several troops of infantry. I remember that it was very hot, and in the afternoon there came up a big thunderstorm, and the rain poured down as if it was coming from a kettle. I know we came to a ravine where there had never been any water, and we had to hitch from ten to fourteen mules to each wagon in order to get across. At that time there were no more roads in the country than there would be in the ocean. We just went by following the sun, headed generally into the west, although the Crow and Ree scouts were able to give some general information as to the lay of the land.

After dragging along through the mud all that day, we finally got into camp; but it was so wet we couldn’t make the campfires, although details were sent out and returned with plenty of wood, which wouldn’t burn. I had given an Indian a dollar for the hindquarters of an antelope, and so had a feast in sight but no way to cook it; but we had a man with us called “Buckeye” - Ricketts was his name - and he contracted to cook, if we would take him into our mess. The bargain was struck, and pretty soon he came along with some pieces of an oak wagon tongue and a reach. We had pork and bacon, and a bunch of us got the antelope cooked and had a feast. Some people were no more careful of government property in those days than they are now.

I didn’t keep a diary, as some of the boys did, and so do not remember how far we went the next day; but I do know that from there to the Little Missouri we had pretty fair going, and it didn’t rain much. Just what day it was, I am not sure, that we camped about three miles from the Little Missouri. I was cutting into a cottonwood log to make firewood, when my captain, Tom French, came along, and after watching me for a while said, “Say, a beaver could do better work than that. Let me show you how to do that.” So I gave him the axe, and after he had made a few strokes and commenced to sweat, he offered me the axe, saying, “There, that’s the way to do it.” “Stick to it, Captain,” I told him, “you are doing fine.” He grinned; but I had to cut up that log after all.

Next day we pulled out for the Little Missouri, and went into camp - I suppose to fix up a crossing, or something like that. We laid over the next day anyway, and got a crossing fixed; and that day General Custer went up the river, exploring. I don’t know how many miles he went, but he laid out a trail for us, which we followed up the river, crossing it some sixteen times. At times we would have to go across on the trot, the quicksands were so bad. Custer himself was always on the go. He was a rather lean, wiry man, about 38 years old, and it seemed as though he never slept. And he had no more mercy on our horses than he had on us. He always had a bunch of his own saddle stock, and could change as often as he wanted to. But he was a brave man, even if he did sometimes lack judgment; and his men would follow him anywhere. He was never a man to be bound by rules, and always preferred to fight according to his own plans; and for many years he had succeeded in getting away with it - but, as we shall see, on this trip he overlooked a well-known rule of war once too often.

I think it was on the last day of May that we went into camp in the Bad Lands of the Little Missouri. Everything was alright when we went to bed, but in the morning we found ourselves and our tents covered with snow. This made things pretty uncomfortable for a while; but there was nothing to do but stand it. We stayed there for three days, I think; but fortunately it was not very cold at that time of the year, and we had plenty of wood and shelter. On the 4th of June we pulled out, and the next stop I remember was at the Powder River, which empties into the Yellowstone. Then we laid over, and for two days were busy fixing up the pack mules. For this purpose, we selected the smallest of the mules, loading them with food, consisting mostly of hard tack, bacon, beans, coffee, etc. some of them also carried ammunition for our carbines. This was in addition to what each man carried with him in his belt and on his saddle.

From there our general course was westward, and I believe our next stop was at the Tongue River. Through all this country there are many small creeks and rivers, flowing in a north direction and emptying into the Yellowstone. This latter river is navigable for flat-bottomed river steamers, at least as far as the Big Horn; and on this occasion our supply steamer, the Far West, under Captain Grant Marsh, went up even the Big Horn, to the forks of the Little Big Horn. The water in all these streams was high at that time of the year, due to the melting snows in the mountains to the south, where they mostly head.

When we got to the Tongue River, we all passed in review before General Terry. This was on the 21st or 22nd of June. We went into camp that evening, and on the 23rd we marched all day, going into camp on the Rosebud. We were now traveling in light marching order, having left all the wagons at the Powder River, and everything we carried with us was on the backs of our horses or on the pack mules. Everybody knew we were out for business. Before leaving the Powder, General Terry had urged Custer to take along two Gatling guns, which we could have handled easily enough; but Custer, it seemed, did not want to be bothered with them, so they were left behind. If we had taken them, this story might never have been told. That certainly was one error. Also at this time the Ree scout, Bloody Knife, who had been scouting ahead, was asked about the location of the Sioux and their number. His answer was to scoop up a handful of sand and let the grains trickle through his fingers, indicating the number of Indians we were following. Later, when we struck their trail on the Rosebud, we all knew that his estimate was not far off.

All along this trip, from this time on, we saw many magpies, and one of my comrades, Johnny Powers [there was no Johnny Powers in the 7th Cavalry at the time], said to me: “Dan, we are hoodooed. Those birds figure on picking us before this thing is over.” Such remarks were recognized as jokes; but, just the same, it was not so easy to laugh them off at that particular time.

We started up the Rosebud, in a southerly direction, on the morning of June 24th. Rode all day, until about eight or nine o’clock in the evening. I wasn’t allowing to ride any farther, and wanted to take a swim. I took a bunch of Canteens and went down to the Rosebud, and had a swim - and just as I was getting into my clothes, the order came to pick up right away, and be on the march. We were not looking for this, and the men and horses were all tired out: but there was nothing to do but go. While I was down swimming, my bunkie, Scollen, had been sleeping, but when I got back, he was writing his diary, and he read to me what he had written. I said to him, “What in hell are you thinking about? You don’t count on dying, do you?” He said to me. “Dan, if anything happens to me, notify my sister, Mary, who lives in Gardiner, Mass. My name is Henry Cody, and the name Scollen is assumed [this is correct].” He had told me this before, when we were in camp on the Tongue. I think he had a premonition of what was in store for him, and in less than 24 hours he was lying dead on the bottom of the Little Big Horn, his body riddled with bullets. I’ll tell you about him later on.

So we traveled on up the Rosebud all that night. Now all I know of Custer’s orders for that march is what I have learned from the written instructions given him by General Terry, and which have since been made public. From this it is known that General Terry directed him to march up the Rosebud to its head, but to make no attempt to follow the trail of the Indians, which Reno had already found leading west in the direction of the Big Horn, until Terry himself could get up there, which, it was calculated, would be on the 27th of June. Terry had planned to take his forces and those of Col. Gibbon around to the north, and then up the Big Horn to the south, thus getting the Indians somewhere between them. Why General Custer failed to follow out this plan, I can only guess.

Anyway, we traveled all night of the 24th, until about daybreak. Here we went into a brush camp, and the order came to make coffee. I unsaddled my horse and put him out on the half picket, holding the rope in my hand. I was all tired out and laid down on the ground, with my saddle for a pillow, and was asleep right away. My bunkie, Scollen, lay beside me. In less than no time we were awakened and told to saddle up. We might have slept an hour, or it might have been a week for all we knew; but I guess it was less than an hour. All I know is that neither of us got any coffee, or anything else, and Henry was mad about it. I told him to cheer up, that we had plenty of nice fresh water. He was sore about losing his sleep; but he got a good long one that afternoon.

So we marched along to the west until about sunrise, I guess, and again came to a halt on the prairie. I remember the sun soon got up, so that it was nice and warm there on the grass. I would say that we rested there about two or three hours, and then were ordered to saddle up again. As I was saddling my horse, I was standing within six feet of General Custer and Captain French, and I heard the General say: “It will all be over in a couple of hours. I was at their camp last night, and they only have ten or twelve tepees [this is a prime example of someone’s imagination. This never happened].” I thought it was strange, as the trail we had seen on the Rosebud [and were still following] was about a quarter of a mile wide, and must have been made by thousands of ponies, some of them dragging travois. However, it wasn’t my put in. The officers then held a council of war, and we were soon on our way again. When we got to the top of the divide separating the Rosebud from the Little Big Horn, Captain Benteen, with Companies H, K and D under himself and Captain Weir, and Lieutenant Godfrey, left the command and struck off to the left, or south. Why they were sent off, I do not know, and I only know where they went from what I learned later. I do know that we were mighty glad to see them later in the day.

Major Reno had been placed in command of Companies M, A and G. My company was M, and was commanded by Captain French. Company A was under command of Captain Moylan, and Lieutenant McIntosh had charge of G. Lieutenant McIntosh was a full-blood Indian himself who had been left an orphan by some Indian wars in Texas, and had been brought up and educated by General McIntosh [this biographical information is completely erroneous].

The rest of the outfit was under direct command of the General, and he had five companies - C, [E], F, I and L each commanded by its own captain or lieutenant. After Benteen was sent off to the left, the rest of us kept on to the west, in the direction of the Little Horn. Captain McDougall, with the pack train and ammunition, was somewhere behind. We rode down a little creek which emptied into the river, our outfit riding on the south side most of the way, and Custer and his bunch on the north. Pretty soon we came to a deserted Indian camp with a couple of tepees standing. One of these had a dead Indian inside. I have seen this described as the lone tepee; but, as I remember, there were two. They were all pictured on the outside, with drawings of charcoal showing Indians taking scalps from soldiers, and things like that. I suppose this may have been the camp the General had referred to when I heard him tell my captain there were only ten or twelve tepees, and likely he thought they were on the run. My notion is that these tepees were left there with their picture drawings on them to warn us of what they intended to do to us. You see, this same bunch of Indians had met General Crook, at a point not over three or four miles from this camp on the 17th, and had given him a pretty good licking, causing him to withdraw his troops in a hurry, and glad to get out [the Battle of the Rosebud occurred a couple of dozen miles away]. So they must have been feeling pretty chesty; but, of course, Custer knew nothing of this. There must have been some lack of cooperation somewhere; but, of course, it was not easy to get news around at that particular time and place. It could only be carried on horseback, and whoever started alone in that country would not be apt to deliver his message [in fact most messages were delivered without difficulty. Couriers perhaps overstated the dangers in order to up the ante insofar as the pay was concerned].

We went on from here down the creek, and when we got about a mile from the river, we crossed over the creek to where Custer’s men were. From there, our outfit went on ahead toward the river, which we crossed. Ten of us, in charge of Lieutenant Hare, were ordered on ahead of the rest, and were not given time to fill our canteens, or even water our horses, as we forded the river. In this bunch of ten were Gillin [no such person, Newell may be referring to a private named Gallene], “Snopsy” Meyers [Meier], Sergeant White, Neeley [Neely], Kotzbucher [Klotzbucher], Thorpe, and myself. I cannot remember the others. We were ordered down the bottom to the north on tired horses, at a gallop, and right away we saw what we were in for. We didn’t go far before we could see the draws on our left and in front of us, as well as the timber on our right, packed full of Indians waiting for us. I remember Gillin saying to Sergeant White, “Sergeant, the captain didn’t tell us to go in on a gallop.” I said, “Shut up! What’s the odds whether you gallop or walk? If you are going to be hit, you will be hit anyway.” I was riding Number One in my set of fours. About then, I heard Lieutenant Hare say, “Look here, we have been sent in to draw out the Indians. They are drawing us out instead.” So we slowed up until our company caught up, and then fell in line, and all went in together [Hare testified at the Reno Inquiry that he “merely glanced” at Reno at the river, and received no orders from him. He also stated that he “rode off, three or four hundred yards in front of the column, and to the left” by himself. He made no reference whatsoever to having taken ten men in advance. It may be that Newell has mistaken this described incident for the ten-man detail led by First Sergeant Ryan into the timber on the right, but how the two could be confused is beyond me, especially in light of the quoted remarks attributed to Hare]. As we galloped down that bottom and into that nest of Sioux, I remember seeing Custer’s command on the bluffs on the opposite side of the river, marching along to the north, possibly a mile or so from the point where we had left them [this is fantasy - it would have been impossible for anyone to have seen Custer’s command at this point in time, because of the intervening bluffs]. Captain Varnum said later that he also saw them, and that they were moving at a trot [Varnum saw the command later, at least the gray horse troop, as did several other men, and stated that they were moving at a fast walk: “General Custer generally rode a very fast walking horse that made nearly the whole column trot to keep, up with him, and that is my impression of the gait they were moving at”]. I didn’t pay much attention at the time. I had something else on my mind.

Major Reno’s command consisted of 112 men [an indication that Newell, or Everitt, was following the “standard story”], and I know I am safe in saying that we had, at the very least, a thousand or fifteen hundred Sioux in sight, right in front of us; and, as we galloped, they of course closed in on our flanks and behind us. What they meant by letting any of us out alive, I cannot understand. Certainly they could have killed every man of us, if they had tried.

After our squad had fallen back in line, we got on the right of the troop, and kept on to about a quarter of a mile of the nearest Indian camp. Major Reno must have seen that we couldn’t possibly go any farther, and soon the order came to dismount and fight on foot. We threw a skirmish line across the valley, each number 4 standing behind and holding the horses. Today, there is a railway station, Garryowen, right where our line crossed the valley. There we got down to real fighting. It was no trouble to find something to shoot at. They were soon on three sides of us, and fast getting on the fourth. We didn’t fight there long until we got orders to fall back to the timber, nearer the river on our right. We went like a bunch of sheep. On the way, I came to a buffalo wallow, and I said to myself, “Here is a good breastworks.” I dropped into it and fired five shots at the Indians with my carbine. Then I looked around, and could not see a blessed man, so I moved on for the timber. When I got to where the horses were, I went to look for mine. My number 4, Gillin, didn’t have him. I asked where he was, and he said Neeley had him. So I hunted up Neeley, and took my horse, and got into my place on the line; and while we were standing there waiting for orders, horses all in line, I heard Captain French say to Major Reno [the remainder of this paragraph is rather doubtful], “What are we going to do now?” Without waiting for Reno to reply, our first sergeant, Jack Ryan, spoke up and said. “There is nothing to do but mount your men and cut your way out. Another fifteen minutes and there wont be a man left.” Then I heard Reno say, “Mount your horses and follow me.”

Just then I got a bullet in the left leg. I said to Patsy Carey [Sergeant Patrick Carey of M] next to me, “I am hit.” He replied, “Mount your horse and stick to him as long as you can. You are fighting Indians, not white men.” I tried to get on, but couldn’t get the wounded leg up to the stirrup. So I got around to the right side, and finally managed to get up. Mine was only a flesh wound, but, during the rest of the fighting, it gave me some pain - and swelled to twice the natural size.

When Reno gave the order to mount, many of the men mounted and started to run just any way. Sergeant Ryan called out and stopped them, telling them to go slowly and fight as they moved ahead. He held a good many in some kind of order, and got them to the river. Jack Ryan is entitled to as much credit as anyone for getting us out of there alive. It was he who saved the 7th Cavalry, for Major Reno took his advice at a time when we were taking a desperate chance, whatever we did. If we had stayed there, we would have been wiped out, as Custer was; then it would have been a simple matter for the Sioux to surround Benteen, and cut him off from the ammunition train, and probably not a man of the six hundred would have escaped.

Now, during all the time I have been telling about, there was firing on every side of us, and bullets were falling around us like hail against a window. It was just one continuous roar. The Sioux would gallop in bunches, and deliver their fire, and then retreat, their places to be filled instantly by another bunch. They were mostly naked, and tied to their horses with rawhide thongs - and many hung on the sides of their horses when attacking, making them hard to hit. In all this galloping they raised a terrific dust, and much of the time they couldn’t see us, nor we them. I suppose this is what enabled us to get back to the river. Of course, we were returning the fire the best we could, and must have killed a lot of them. We would see one drop now and then; but the rest would right away pick him up, and carry him away on their ponies. So there were very few found after the battle, and no one knows for certain what the Indian losses were.

Our first idea on retreating to the river was to get back to the place where we had forded; but the Indians hidden in the timber, and whom we had passed in our charge down the valley, were busy by now and had cut us off there [in fact there were two lines of flight from the position in the timber, and neither seems to have been toward the original ford]. So there was nothing to do but cut through the line between us and the river. “Snopsy” Myer’s horse got away with him, and bolted through the Indians’ line on our right; but he got back to us, shooting his way out with his sixgun. How he ever did it is a mystery. Before that, one of our men, [George] Smith, got lost that way. His horse ran away with him, and took him right in the direction of the village. We never found his body. As “Snopsy” got to the river, his horse was shot from under him, and he started for the river afoot. I saw him and Benny Hodgson - we called him the Jack of Clubs - starting for the same horse. “Snopsy” got on the horse, and Hodgson hung on to a stirrup, and was dragged to the other side of the river, and was hit by a bullet and killed just as he got across [it sometimes seems that almost every survivor saw the Hodgson incident, which is, of course, impossible; and it seems as if there as many variations as there are witnesses]. Soon after we started with Sergeant Ryan on the retreat, I saw my bunkie, Scollen, fall. He was on ahead, and when I got up there, I saw that his horse had fallen in a sort of wallow, and thrown him out of the saddle. He had been shot, but was still alive when I got to him. I couldn’t help him, and he was beyond help anyway. All he could say was “Goodbye, boys.”

Just then, my horse got shot on the right side; but he lived to get me across the river. I jumped him in, and we got across, but, as I was climbing the bluff on the east side, another bullet took him in the fetlock, and he couldn’t take me any farther. He had been hit, altogether, three times before he gave up. I got down and a man named St. Rider, a corporal of my company [Hobart Ryder, a private of M], came out from under some cover, and asked me if I was wounded. I said, “Yes, and I can’t walk.” “Crawl around here under cover,” he said, and I did so - and we stayed there until the fire slackened. We didn’t know, when the fire slackened, but droves of Indians were leaving on the gallop for the north, or down stream. Of course, we knew later that they had gone to help Crazy Horse clean up on Custer.

As soon as we could, we crawled up on the hill, but there weren’t many there. Captain Varnum was there, wearing his straw hat, and trying to rally enough men to go back for the wounded. The sergeant came up with ten men, and Burke [Edmund H.], blacksmith for K troop, said, “Where are all your men?” “Ten is all I can muster, Burke,” he told us. They were all scattered around, and after a while we got together. Twenty-nine of the original 112 had been killed in the fight on the bottom, and while climbing the bluff, and many wounded [see Appendix 5.17]. Most of us were out of shells, but by the time we had commenced to get together, Captain Benteen came up with his three troops; but the ammunition train was not in sight. It came up before long, however, and the officers held a council of war, and we all started down stream, in the direction Custer had taken. I was able to ride a horse, and [Rollins L.] Thorpe loaned me his [Thorpe was not wounded, so one wonders what horse he rode]. We moved maybe a couple of miles, with Captain Weir and his company perhaps a half mile ahead, and then we all got checked, and had to back up. The Indians were coming back from the north by thousands. We backed up, fighting as we went [this is a sanitized version of events], and looking for a position. Pretty soon we got back to the place we had started from - pretty good position on a hill, and back of us, to the east, was prairie. We all got down and threw out a skirmish line, and the Indians surrounded us; and we fought that way until dark, Indians on every side of us - and they were pumping lead into us in a steady stream. The only way we could escape it was by hugging the ground, and being on a high point, I suppose most of the bullets went over us. At that, somebody would get hit every little while, and several were killed right there [there were few casualties on the hill that evening - the worst was to come the next day]. While the fighting was the thickest, one of the pack mules, with the load on its back, started to leave. He had gone maybe a hundred yards, when he was overtaken by a man we called “Crazy Jim” Seivers [Severs] who brought him back. He was exposed to the fire of the Sioux, from the minute he started until he got back. I saw this, and it was a mighty brave deed, but Seivers never got any Medal of Honor for it that I knew of, Sergeant Hanly [Richard P. Hanley of C] got a Medal for doing practically the same thing on the retreat back to the hill, and well deserved it [Hanley, possibly aided by John McGuire of C, got his mule back after the line had been formed on Reno Hill. Both Hanley and McGuire were interviewed by Walter Camp on the subject. The timing of “Crazy Jim’s” act is not specified].

During all this fighting, I was near Captain French, helping get the guns loaded whenever an empty shell would stick - and this happened to most of the guns, as soon as they got hot. Captain French was a crack shot, and always carried a “long Tom” infantry rifle. This gun had a ramrod carried under the barrel, and I think it was the only ramrod in the outfit. Whenever a shell would stick, he would recover the gun and either pick it out with his knife, or I would push it out with his ramrod. We would then load the gun and return it to its owner. In doing this, Captain French was exposed most of the time, but was perfectly cool, and, for some reason or other, escaped unhurt.

And so it went on until dark, and it was a long time getting dark, about nine o’clock. Then the firing let up, and we all got busy throwing up entrenchments. All we had for this work was butcher knives and tin plates, but we made these do. By morning, we had a low wall of dirt and sod around the rim of the hill, in a sort of oval shape. The wounded were placed in a kind of depression inside the circle, where the bullets could not reach them. Two of our doctors had been killed, and the only one left was Dr. Porter, a very fine man. He worked continuously day and night, doing the best he could. There were few medicines, bandages or anything of the sort, and of course no water; and he could only clean out and bandage the wounds with whatever he could find. His presence was a great comfort to the wounded, and although several different times he took a rifle and started for the firing line, the wounded always begged so hard that he returned and stayed with them.

Without water and adequate care, the suffering of the wounded was terrible. One man, McVey [Private John McVay of G], was terribly shot in the abdomen [actually shot through both hips, see Appendix 5.17]. He kept begging for water, and several times I heard him say, “Seventy-five dollars to the man who will bring me a drink.” On the second day of the siege, a number of men succeeded in getting down to the river and got a little water. McVey was begging piteously for water. I was near him, and he said, “I know I am going to die, but I can’t until I get a drink.” Someone gave him a drink. The water ran out the wound in his stomach; but he laid back and died in peace [this is another touching scene that never happened. McVay was sent to Fort Lincoln on the Far West and served out his enlistment, being discharged in November 1877].

Early in the morning of the 26th, the Sioux got to pressing pretty close to Benteen’s company, which was guarding the south side of the hill. Benteen decided to charge them, and M Company came over from the north to reinforce him. They charged, and drove the enemy back, but Tanner of my company was badly wounded in the charge. He was carried back to the hospital, and I said to him, “Poor old Tanner, they got you.” “No,” he gasped, “but they will in a few minutes.” To this day I choke every time I try to tell of his death [see also Appendix 3.99].

Sergeant White, though badly shot in the elbow, stayed on his feet, and did everything he could to relieve the sufferers. He had a glassful of jelly in his bags, and each wounded man got a small spoonful of that.

Major Reno, Captain Benteen, Captain French and other officers stayed on their feet during all the night, walking back and forth along the line, keeping the men from going to sleep, and encouraging them in every way [Newell has now jumped back to the night of the 25th/26th].

No one knew where Custer had gone, and mostly we had given up hope of any rescue from that source. I heard a great deal of cussing and swearing at Custer for what we figured was his desertion of us. No one had any idea that he had been wiped out. We thought that he had found things too hot, and had gone to join Terry, who was known to be somewhere to the north and headed our way; but nobody expected that Terry would be able to get to us in time to do any good. We all realized that we were in a mighty bad fix, and knew just what to count on as soon as daylight came.

And sure enough, just as soon as it commenced to get light, here they came, at first just a few shots, and then a steady fusillade - and this thing kept up pretty much all day of the 26th [until early afternoon]. We had to save our ammunition as much as possible [they saved over 20,000 rounds], for no one knew how long we would be there.

People trying to make a hero out of somebody, and a goat out of somebody else, have said that during all this fight Reno was drunk. I know better - and this is just one of the many lies that have been told by people who were not there, in an effort to find somebody to blame. I saw Reno several times during the hottest of the fight on the bottom, and I was close to him - also during the siege on the hill - and if he had been the least bit drunk, I would have known it [there are those who differ – see Appendices 3.26/27 for example].

On the 26th, the wounded got to suffering so that someone had to go for water. The only way to get to the river was by following down a gulch which headed on the south side of the bluff. Several of the men made the trip and got back with water. One of these, Mike Madden, was badly shot in the leg, so bad that Dr. Porter had to take the leg off. To fortify him, the doctor gave him several drinks of whiskey, and I am pretty sure he had some sort of an anesthetic also. But, anyway, they tell a story to the effect that, after the operation, he offered to trade the other leg for another drink of whiskey. I saw and heard the whole performance, and that wasn’t just what Mike said, but I don’t want to spoil a good story [like a few other survivors, Newell seems to have seen or heard everything of interest or importance]. It took plenty of nerve to go through what Mike did. Another man named Arthur also lost a leg [in fact, there was no man with the surname Arthur in the regiment, no wounded man with the Christian name Arthur, and no other amputation, on the field or afterward].

The firing was not so fierce on the afternoon of the 26th, and along about sundown it let up, and the Sioux began to pull out [the “let up” and the “began to pull out” occurred much earlier]. Their camp was about four miles long, up and down the bottom on the west side of the river, and it is generally estimated that there were near fifteen thousand men, women, and children, I know they made a big procession when they struck off to the south, toward the Big Horn Mountains. It took all the afternoon for them to pass [see above]; but even after they commenced to leave, we did not know what it all meant, and it was late in the afternoon before we got the horses down to the river, and were able to make coffee and get something to eat. Also the dead were buried, and we moved camp down to the river to get away from the smell of the dead horses [the position was shifted down the bluffs, but not down to the river].

On the morning of the 27th, Terry’s command came in sight from the north. Finally they got up to us, and gave us the first news of what had happened to Custer. When word got around it seemed as though every man in the outfit broke down and cried. His force had been surrounded on the open prairie, about four miles from our position, and every man killed. Not a single white man lived who could tell just how it happened.

After Terry’s command came up, we all moved to the Indians’ deserted camp. I went down to the river on horseback, and. in crossing, my horse stumbled and hurt my wounded leg badly, so I got off and tried to walk over to the camp. This inflamed my leg so that it swelled to twice its normal size. It had had no attention, and after I got to camp, I rigged up a crutch, and got down to the river, and soaked the wounded leg in the ice-cold water, pouring water over the wound with my tin cup until the swelling went down and that is all the care that wound got.

The bodies of all our comrades who fell in the fight on the bottom were hunted up and buried [a few were missed]. Most of them were stripped and badly mutilated. The body of my bunkie, Henry Scollen, or Henry Cody, was all hacked up. Later I sent his sister his prayer book, which was found in his trunk at Fort Rice when his effects were sold. She wrote, wanting to know whether his body had been mutilated. I answered, and told her that it had not, but it had. I wanted to spare her feelings all I could. I suppose she is dead by now, and there is no harm in telling it. I would have given almost anything if I could have recovered his diary, but I suppose the squaws got that when they stripped his body. Poor boy - his life’s biggest adventure never got into that diary.

I wasn’t able to work, so did not get up to the place where they found Custer’s command, when they were buried [the 28th]; but, from the stories told by my comrade, [Private William] Slaper [of M], and others who helped in this work, the squaws had done horrible work on them too. None of the bodies were very well buried. There were few tools to dig with. Where the ground was soft, they got some kind of a grave, but, where it was hard, they were not much more than covered up.

We stayed in the Sioux camp two or three days, resting up and taking care of the wounded. We were a pretty badly used-up bunch of men. Remember, we had ridden hard all day of the 24th, and all the following night, with only a short time to rest. Then riding and fighting all day of the 25th, and all that night, with no expectation of ever getting out alive, was about all a human being could be expected to stand.

Later we moved down the river to where the “Far West” was tied up. The badly wounded were carried on stretchers or travois. At the steamer, they had prepared pretty well for us. Hay had been cut and dried, and spread all over the deck. We all laid down, and the doctor came around and gave us all a stiff drink of whiskey. The wounded were given every care, but one of them, a man named [William M.] George from H Company died right beside me. He was badly shot, and suffering terribly, and begged for an opiate to stop the pain. The doctor gave it to him, but it did no good.

After we were all loaded on the “Far West,” Captain Grant Marsh got orders to lose no time in getting back to Fort Lincoln. He must have known his business pretty well. The Big Horn, at the point where the boat was, is just a big creek, with scarcely room to turn around; but he got it turned around, and headed down stream to the Yellowstone, and then down the Big Missouri, making the trip in 56 hours. The distance, I believe, is about 800 miles. On the way down the Missouri, the boat ran through a big herd of buffaloes. I suppose they were hunting better pastures on the other side of the river. One of them was shot and hoisted aboard the steamer.

We were the first to bring the news to Fort Lincoln. Many widows of the slain were there to meet us, and it was not pleasant to answer their questions and tell them that their loved ones would not be back.

When the regiment was moved to Fort Meade, at Sturgis, S.D., I came with them, and was discharged on Oct. 8, 1878. In 1879, I went to work there for the government, as a civilian employee, and stayed until 1884.

The only survivor of Custer’s command was the horse Comanche, and he was kept at Fort Meade for many years. He was a buckskin, somewhat dappled, and was the horse that carried Captain Keogh into the fight. After the battle, he was found on the field badly wounded, but was always cared for after that as long as he lived. No one was ever allowed to ride him, and while at Fort Meade he was a privileged character. He was allowed to run at large all over the parade ground, and spent most of his time rummaging around in the garbage cans. Often he would wander around to my shop while I was working, and make himself at home. I nailed the last set of shoes on him when he started for his last march to Fort Riley, Kansas, where he died. Later, in 1893, at the World’s Fair in Chicago, my wife and I saw his stuffed and mounted skin. He looked very natural, and his body, I understand, is now in the museum at the State University at Lawrence, Kansas.

If ever a man received a raw deal in connection with the whole Big Horn tragedy, that man was Major Reno. Custer was dead, and was made a hero. Reno, who had helped save most of us, lived - and he was crucified. The public had to find someone to blame, and Reno was the most prominent one they could find. Of course, Custer was not willfully to blame, as some have charged. He did not send our little band of 112 men down against several thousand Sioux just to get rid of Reno, who was said to have been a personal enemy; but it is just as false, and a great deal more cruel, to charge that Reno refused to go to Custer’s aid for the same reason. As I have already told you, he did go to Custer’s aid, as soon as he could rally his men and get a supply of ammunition; but Custer and all his men were dead before this, and it was utterly hopeless anyway. Even with Benteen’s and McDougall’s forces, we were outnumbered ten to one. Custer simply had not taken the precaution to find out what he was up against.

The attacks of Custer’s friends got so nasty that Major Reno became an outcast. The newspapers would give him no chance to fight back [see Appendices 2.23 & 3.95 for some of Reno’s newspaper responses], and finally he demanded a court of inquiry, which was held. All the evidence available was introduced, and he was exonerated of any blame in connection with the affair. One of the witnesses who testified against him was fifty miles away at the time of the fight [no one really testified “against” Reno, and the only witnesses who were “fifty miles away” were Lieutenant McGuire and Colonel Gibbon]. All the officers present at the fight testified in his favor but there are still people who do not know anything about the actual facts who try to lay the blame on Reno. I saw Major Reno frequently while at Fort Meade after the fight. I never heard that he claimed to be a hero; but he did his job on this occasion as well as anyone could, and made the best of a bad situation.

On June 25th, 1926, a big celebration was held on the Big Horn Battlefield. Many thousands of people were present, but of the old 7th who took part in the fight, only nine attended. Lieutenant Godfrey, now General Godfrey retired, was one of these, and together we went over the entire field. He and I were not able to agree over the location of one or two points on Reno Hill, and I proved my claim by digging up some empty shells. The General complimented me on my memory of the affair.

I suppose there are some other interesting things in connection with all this which came to my notice at the time, but fifty years is a long time, and one cannot remember everything.

[CN] 3.83
 [CT] OGLALA: STORIES FROM THE HOSTILES

The following accounts and short excerpts are attributed to participants in the Fights on the Little Horn who were warriors of the Oglala tribal division of the Lakota. They come from various sources, which are indicated, and all have been slightly edited. All important information has been retained however, and comments have been added where deemed necessary or helpful.

One of the important things to note is that the Oglalas, as a group, did not get into the Reno fight, until late in that engagement, in any great numbers, due to the distance and the time involved in getting their horses, etc. The majority of Oglala warriors who participated in the Reno valley fight arrived just about the time that Reno went into the timber or left the timber - an action they seem to view as all of a piece. Their detailed accounts, by and large, tend to deal mostly with the action against Custer.

RED HAWK, SHOT IN THE FACE, BIG ROAD AND IRON BULL, INFORMANTS, FROM AN INTERVIEW BY NICHOLAS RULEAU WITH ELI S. RICKER 1906

Nicholas Ruleau was an old ex-fur trader who was interviewed by Judge Ricker in November 1906. Ruleau had lived on the Pine Ridge reserve since 1879 and acted, according to Ricker, as an interpreter for veterans of the Custer fights on many occasions. His principal informants for the information contained in this interview were the Oglalas (Austin) Red Hawk, Shot in the Face, Big Road (Wide Road - a prominent Oglala who was dead when the interview was conducted), and Iron Bull. Some of the statements contained in Ruleau’s account are very contentious, particularly the figures given for Indian casualties. These are so much at variance with the commonly accepted estimates that they have been met with scorn and derision by the few researchers who have seen them and no doubt will meet the same reception from readers of this work. Personally, I think that they are considerably closer to the mark than the traditionally accepted numbers.

He has lived on this Reservation since 1879, and he has acted as interpreter for a good many who talked with Indians who were in the Custer battle, and in this way has obtained a good knowledge concerning that disaster…

He brings me a map prepared by Austin Red Hawk for him [the appended map is very basic and I have not reproduced it here. The depiction of the seven camp circles seems exactly right. The map indicates three separate stands made by the troops - on Calhoun/Greasy Grass Ridge, on Custer Hill, and a last stand lower down from Custer Hill, on what we now call the South Skirmish Line - and that about 50 men broke through the Indians and made a run for the river]; also the names of the bands of Indians who were camped on the Little Big Horn, as follows:

Oglala Sioux, Crazy Horse, chief, 350 warriors or braves

Uncpapas, Sitting Bull, chief, 1000 warriors

Minneconjous, Buffalo Bull, chief, 700 warriors

Uses Bows [Sans Arcs], Spotted Eagle, chief, 300 warriors

Cheyennes, Little Coyote, chief, 45 warriors

Rosebuds [Brule Sioux], Flying Chaser, chief, 80 warriors

Santees, Red Top, chief, 40 warriors

Yanktons, White Eagle, chief, abt. 40 warriors

There were about 6000 men, women and children in the camps. Mr. Nick Ruleau says many of these warriors - probably one-third were single men, is the reason why there were not more people in the camp as compared with the number of braves [which totals about 2555].

Mr. Nick Ruleau says he has this account from Austin Red Hawk and Shot in the Face, Big Road (dead) and Iron Bull. These all agreed in statements. He has talked with others who had been wounded but did not see the battle through.

Red Hawk says about three hundred (300) were killed in the battle and two hundred (200) died in the camps from wounds as they were moving over the country.

These men said that Reno began his action about nine o’clock in the morning. The Indians mounted their horses and went to where the soldiers were and found them lined up at the head of Muddy Creek [the Oglalas who fought against Reno almost invariably arrived when Reno was already in the timber. Crazy Horse was particularly slow in getting there, as he had to prepare his personal medicine]. The Indians waited till enough of them got together. Crazy Horse said to his followers: “here are some of the soldiers after us again. Do your best, and let us kill them all off today, that they may not trouble us anymore. All ready! Charge!” himself leading the assault. The soldiers tried to hold their ground but were outnumbered; so they took their horses and retreated. The Indians chased the soldiers across the river, killing about 40 [this is a very accurate figure. The actual total was about 38]. They chased them up on the bluff or high point where the train was, and had the soldiers corralled in a small place [note the reference to the pack train, which is a common feature of hostile accounts].

While they had the soldiers at this point fighting, one of the Indians gave notice that there were soldiers coming at the other end. So most of the Indians left Reno and went to fight the other soldiers. These latter soldiers were coming down on the ridge in three divisions. They did not come down to the river. The first division came to a point about half a mile or three quarters of a mile from the river [this “point” is certainly open to interpretation as to its location, and that is a common failing in almost all accounts, both white and aboriginal. Precision of geographical and topographical descriptions is sadly lacking]. The Indians fell back down the river bottom through the village and crossed the Little Big Horn at the only crossing [probably Medicine Tail, although Ruleau is incorrect in categorizing it as the only crossing - there were several fords available] and went up the high hill in the direction of Reno and from there assailed the leading division [this must be a reference to Weir Point, and would tend to indicate that the “leading division” was somewhere near Luce Ridge, across Medicine Tail. Red Hawk’s map shows three dots across Medicine Tail, but no notation to indicate that these correspond to the three divisions mentioned. It also shows a series of six dots far to the east up above Medicine Tail, again without explanation].

Crazy Horse and Gall and Knife Chief were haranguing the Indians to get together so they could make another charge on the soldiers [Crazy Horse is usually put at the other end of the action, having arrived via a more northerly river crossing]. He (Red Hawk) says when the Indians all got together they went down from this point, or hill and met the first division of these soldiers and they fought this back to the second division [perhaps on Blummer/Nye/Cartwright Ridge]; from that they drove the two divisions back to the first division. All this time the soldiers fought bravely; he adds that he never saw soldiers fight like they did. He says several Indians were killed now, but no soldiers were killed [this would account for the actions at Luce and Blummer/Nye/Cartwright Ridges resulting in no markers for fallen soldiers]. The officers tried their utmost to keep the soldiers together at this point, but the horses were unmanageable; they would rear up and fall backward with their riders; some would get away. The Indians forced the troopers back to where the first stand was made on Calhoun Hill and the ridge running therefrom towards the river. At this place the soldiers stood in line and made a very good fight. The soldiers delivered volley after volley into the dense ranks of the Indians without any perceptible effect on account of their great numbers.

The Indians kept coming…The soldiers were swept off their feet; they could not stay; the Indians were overwhelming. Here the troopers divided and retreated on each side of the ridge, falling back steadily to Custer Hill where another stand was made. By this time the Indians were taking the guns and cartridges of the dead soldiers and putting these to use and were more active in the struggle. Here the soldiers made a desperate fight. What was left of them retreated to the (what he calls) third stand. These were surrounded and the Indians rushed on the soldiers. Some of the soldiers broke through the Indians and ran for the ravine, but were all killed without getting into it [this is probably a reference to Deep Ravine, although it may refer to a smaller, unnamed, ravine lower down toward the river. Not the slightest trace of any of the twenty-some-odd bodies reportedly buried in Deep Ravine after the fight has yet been found. Maybe the ravine in which the bodies were supposedly seen was not Deep Ravine. Maybe, as Ruleau says, the troopers never made it to the ravine. Maybe that accounts for the markers along the northern side of Deep Ravine].

From where they made the third stand a soldier broke away from the Indians and got away. When quite a distance from the Indians - and the Indians had given up the chase - they saw him fall from his horse. They went over to him and found that he had a bullet wound in his right temple. The Indians don’t know whether he shot himself or was shot by someone, but they believe he shot himself as they saw nobody near him [another escapee from another part of the battlefield to be added to the many others reported].

It was about noon when they annihilated Custer and his men [the three hours total duration agrees with many other hostile accounts]. After the battle was over, the Indians stripped the dead bodies…and took their guns and ammunition. The Indians did not scalp any of Custer’s men; but they did scalp all of Reno’s men who were killed. Reno had some Indian scouts with him, some of whom were wounded and were alive; the Indians said these Indians wanted to die - that was what they were scouting with the soldiers for; so they killed them and scalped them…

About a month after the battle some thirty Indians, including Red Hawk, went back to the battlefield and were looking over it. At the mouth of the ravine [here again we are left with an imprecise location that might have been just about anywhere, although one wonders how these bodies were missed during the burials, and how the body counts could have been so accurate without these eight] they found eight (8) dead soldiers lying with their uniforms on and their guns and ammunition and everything by them. Red Hawk said they could not understand how these soldiers were killed down there. They did not, out of respect for their superstition that if they take anything from any person that has been dead a long time that his spirit will haunt them, remove any of the things which belonged to the eight dead soldiers [skeletal remains and old carbines have been found from time to time on the battlefield]…

BLACK BEAR FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH WALTER CAMP 1911

The background of this account as given by Black Bear is somewhat suspect in his description of himself as a non-hostile. Note that in Standing Bear’s narrative [see Appendix 3.78], Black Bear and his group are mentioned as having fought Crook’s soldiers a few days before and as being on their way to do some visiting. This is not quite what Black Bear has to say, but if it is a diversion, it is a harmless one and does not affect the credibility of his story, which is confirmed in many of its details from other sources. Black Bear’s story is given by Camp as being in the Indians own words, unlike many of Camp’s transcriptions which are not necessarily direct quotes and which sometimes contain more of Camp than of the interviewee.

…I was on the reservation…and lost some horses. I concluded that they had been stolen by some of the Indians going out to join the hostiles…or perhaps by some of the raiders from the hostile camp. I therefore formed a party and went out to the hostile camp. We found our horses and left the Indian camp…crossing the divide early on the morning of 25 June 1876, we discovered soldiers marching toward the village. We ran into the high hills and watched them…

While here, three Cheyennes came up to us and said they had been following the soldiers all the way from Powder River [this is extremely doubtful, but there is little question that the Cheyenne band had been following up Davis Creek from the Rosebud]. That morning they had come upon a box of bread lost by the soldiers and were in the act of opening it when soldiers appeared and they had run off. After the soldiers marched, the Cheyennes left us and followed the soldiers toward the Little Bighorn [this was Little Wolf’s band].

We did not go to warn the village. As we were not hostiles, we continued on toward the agency. Our party consisted of…six men and one squaw…

I have heard about the old man and the boy who were hunting lost horses and discovered the soldiers the same morning that we did. I have heard that the old man went in and warned the village but that the boy was killed by the soldiers on the way to the river. There was also an Indian who had killed a buffalo who was surprised by the soldiers on their way to the village. This man ran off and returned to the village by a roundabout route, so that he did not reach the village until after the soldiers did…

FLYING HAWK FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH ELI S. RICKER 1907

Flying Hawk was a young man of twenty-four at the time of the Custer Fights and in his mid-fifties at the time of the interview with Ricker. A map is part of the Ricker papers but it is almost useless and is not reproduced here.

…There at the battle of the Little Big Horn four tribes of Indians, camped there as follows: There were four different camps; there were three camps of Sioux, as follows: Uncpapas, Minneconjous, and Oglalas; also the Cheyennes [the list is woefully incomplete].

The extreme length of the camps was about a mile and a half…He says these several bands were camped in large circles; if they had been out in a straight line they would have been…3 1/2 miles.

He says Custer came down on the second ridge from the river, and he stopped on the high hill above the Indians. About 30 Indians were killed all told. The mutilations of the dead were among Reno’s men mostly; a very few of Custer’s were mutilated; but there were so many dead that not much of this was done.

All the living men on Custer Hill ran toward the river and were killed by the Indians who were on both sides of the retreating men, killing them with arrows, guns and clubs. This shows that Custer and his officers who fell on Custer Hill were all killed before the soldiers ran for the river. He says that Custer and his men on Custer Hill had their horses with them, but they were dismounted, and as often as the Indians killed one of Custer’s men, they took the horse belonging to him; if the horse attempted to escape they caught him. It was only on Custer Hill where the soldiers were surrounded.

On Calhoun Hill, a part of the soldiers stood and gave battle. Custer was at this time on Custer Hill. Finally, the line on Calhoun Hill was broken and the soldiers fell back toward Custer Hill, fighting as they went. A body which corresponds to Keogh’s command made a stand on the northeast side of the ridge, and when the most of them were killed the others fell back toward Custer Hill, fighting and falling, and the remnant joined Custer where the living remnant of his command were now surrounded.

Flying Hawk with others left the pursuit of Reno after he had gone to the hills, and as the Indians had some wounded they went down into their camp with the wounded; then they crossed the river and attacked the soldiers on Calhoun Hill. There were also a lot of Indians who had followed the river down from Reno without going to their camp, and these also crossed the river and attacked Calhoun Hill.

Flying Hawk was with the leaders and could see. The Indians had crossed the river above Calhoun Hill before Custer left the second ridge. The soldiers saw the Indians down in the creek leading to the river, and then Custer came down off the second ridge and went up onto Calhoun Hill, leaving a detachment there, and he went right on over to Custer Hill and made a stand there. (It is easy to see why he did this from a military point.)

The Sioux and Cheyennes were all mixed up. Some of the Indians crossed from the place the women fled to and went across at the lower crossing west of Custer Hill, and there they caught a lot of soldiers’ loose horses, and some of the Indians went up into the fight [this would indicate that the loose horses were not at Calhoun Hill as commonly believed].

He says Custer did not try to go down to the river by the creek and that there was no fighting on that creek, as others have said. (And no stones have been set there, and I think he is right).

The man supposed to have been Lt. Harrington was driven back along the ridge with the rest from Calhoun Hill to Custer Hill, and on arriving there he did not stop going, but went right on, and so he knows this man left the field before Custer was killed, because Custer was not yet surrounded. This man fired two shots back, and was seen to fall. He got about half a mile away [another almost-escapee].

Flying Hawk thinks that Reno could not get to Custer because they were watched by Indians who would have prevented them, though he does not know how many Indians were watching. The battle began in the morning about 8 or 9 o’clock, and it ended about 1 o’clock p.m., or 2 p.m. [making a longer elapsed time than most accounts].

He says that the Indians did not know Custer was coming; but they retired with their wounded and when they passed the creek they saw Custer on the second ridge etc, etc (??).

The fighting was good by the soldiers, especially by those under Reno [this flies in the face of almost every other witness, and might be a mistaken translation]. He puts the whole Indian loss, including those who died from wounds, at about 30. (?)

My own opinion about how they discovered Custer’s approach is that Moses Flying Hawk is in error. Frank Feathers and others were over northeast of the river watching ponies. I did not ascertain whether any of these fled to the Indian camp and gave the alarm. But the Indians somehow got notice of the coming of the soldiers).

The marks made by Moses Flying Hawk on this map, reinforced by his statement at our interview, show that the Indians plunged across the river where the creek empties, in several places, that is, in single file, one successively below the other.

He said that when Custer reached the Custer Hill he was right above the women who had collected down the river…

FLYING HAWK FROM “FORKED TONGUES AND FIRE WATER” BY M. I. MCCREIGHT [SEE B3.172]

…Crazy Horse and I left the crowd and rode down along the river. We came to a ravine; then we followed up the gulch to a place in the rear of the soldiers [this must have been Medicine Tail. Note that virtually all accounts place Crazy Horse at the opposite end of the field] that were making the stand on the hill [Calhoun Hill]. Crazy Horse…crawled up the ravine to where he could see the soldiers. He shot them as fast as he could load his gun…When they found they were being killed so fast, the ones that were left broke and ran as fast as their horses could go to some other soldiers that were further along the ridge toward Custer [Keogh’s company]. Here they tried to make another stand and fired some shots, but we rushed them on along the ridge to where Custer was. Then they made another stand (the third) and rallied a few minutes. Then they went along the ridge and got with Custer’s men…

HE DOG (WITH RED FEATHER AND WHIRLING) FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH HUGH L. SCOTT 1920

He Dog, Red Feather, and Whirling were asked if they were in the Custer fight and said they were, all of them. Red Feather…said he attacked Reno and went up to hill where he saw the pack mules, and came back toward the village. Part way, he met [name not given] with broken leg and helped to fix his leg. Just then word was brought that soldiers were going to attack the lower end of the village, and he went there and took part in the fight [note that he was on the bluffs and saw no signs of Custer’s advance, while some other accounts state that Custer was seen coming down the bluffs after Reno was in full retreat].

He Dog left the Hunkpapa village and went to “X” on the map and fought there with Custer [there is no referenced map in the Scott papers. The map appended to the Red Feather interview contains no notation that can be matched to this reference]. The alarm was first given that soldiers were coming below, by women who had been out on the north side of the river…digging turnips. They could see the dust and were certain they were soldiers. There was great confusion everywhere, and most of the women and children stampeded to the bluff, marked “ridge” on the map.

Custer was coming from the north, across the dry creek (Custer Creek), and He Dog was among those who attacked him near the dry creek. Custer never got near the river [the reference here is to Medicine Tail Coulee. Note that many other accounts do put Custer at, or very close to, the Little Horn, as does some meager physical evidence]. The troops were in line of small columns, and they made six companies [White Bull says four, and other accounts differ - as different accounts will do. Actually there were five companies but one could go through any number of exercises to explain why He Dog said “six. Of course those same exercises would not explain those accounts which say “four” or “two” or which state that the soldiers were all in a big bunch mixed up together] and were galloping. They stopped along the ridge, the side of the ridge away from the river, and the Sioux on opposite side of same ridge, as far apart as to that flagpole (40 yards).

Stretched along the ridge (on which is the monument now), there is a sort of gap in the ridge which Crazy Horse broke thru, cutting the line in two. The fighting was going on everywhere. Now and then a horse would break loose and run down river, and Indians would catch them up [it was always a principal interest of the warriors to capture horses]. The part of the line cut off fought their way to the others at the end of the ridge. Some of the soldiers got away toward the river, but all were killed [another general description that could fit several different theories of how the fight progressed].

One soldier with a stocking-legged horse got away, around the big body of Indians, toward the north. He had a very fast horse and was pursued until they were about to give up the chase, when he shot himself with his revolver and the horse was caught. (This was thought to have been Harrington. He Dog says he was beating the horse with the revolver and was yelling away. He fired backward now and then. He thinks the revolver went off accidentally in the beating of the horse; on the other hand, they say that this was his last cartridge) [minor variation on the “he escaped but shot himself” incident].

He Dog says it was about two hours from Reno’s attack until it was all over…While He Dog was talking in words, Red Feather was behind the interpreter, making signs that the Indians were scared. They had killed a lot of soldiers and were running off so they would not have to account for it. He Dog said he did not know Custer had been killed for two weeks when a Missouri River Sioux brought out the news. He and Red Feather agreed that the Sioux thought the soldiers with Reno and Custer were Crook’s command, and they did not know anything about Custer being in that country until afterward. They say Custer never got any nearer to the river than the monument. Only a few soldiers who broke away were killed below toward the river.

Talking afterward, He Dog asked why Custer attacked without sending someone to talk to them first, and confirmed what the Minneconjou, Feather Earring, at Poplar River said last summer - that they could have been led into the agency without a fight…

He Dog had a conference some time ago with an officer with Mrs. Custer, and wanted to know what they were after…It was explained that all with Custer had been killed and no one could tell what happened. There were many disputes in consequence, and Mrs. Custer was only trying to settle some of these disputes. He Dog said he had told the officer if he wanted to know the cause of that trouble, he would have to look in Washington - Custer did not come out himself; someone there gave him orders and he had to come; that Washington was the place all those troubles started [there is no record of who this officer was, and it might have been any one of several. Mrs. Custer could never bring herself to visit the battlefield and would hardly have visited He Dog, so there is an obvious error in the translation here].

He Dog said there were 2000 lodges. When asked if Custer and Reno had kept together and charged down on the village from up the Little Horn bottom, would they in his opinion have succeeded, he replied that there were too many Sioux there. They could not have succeeded no matter what they did…

EAGLE BEAR FROM THE HUNTS’ “I FOUGHT WITH CUSTER” 1938

Eagle Bear was 16 years of age at the time of the Little Horn fights. His father was badly wounded in the Custer fight.

…I with the other young men were out with the horses when we first heard the firing. I rushed back on my favorite pony and picked up my pistol and bow and arrow. Others had tomahawks and clubs, and bows and arrows. Only a few of the young warriors had guns. I was lucky; I had a pistol, as well as my bow and arrows.

We started shooting at the soldiers down to the south of our tepees. We fought there for a while, and then the soldiers started to run away on their horses. We went after them. But soon the chiefs rode among us shouting, ‘Everybody come this way. There are many soldiers down the river!’ So we rode north as fast as we could.

We rode down the river and crossed it, and came up behind the soldiers. It was a big fight…I do not know how long it lasted. I think maybe it was one hour and a half…I do not think I saw Custer’s body. There were a lot of dead soldiers everywhere…One soldier on a white horse almost got away - but we kept shooting at him, and before long we knocked him off his horse…

RESPECTS NOTHING FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH ELI S. RICKER 1906

The correct translation of this warrior’s name is Fears Nothing. I do not have any biographical information on him. A map accompanies the transcript of the interview, but is skewed geographically and is in error as to the individual camp circles, so I saw no reason to reproduce it here. The only value of the map is to provide the Sioux names for some of the area creeks.

He says all these Indians were encamped on a mile square of land, that is to say, on a section [640 acres]. Respects Nothing and his wife, White Cow Robe, both tell me that Custer’s advance was discovered in this way: Some Oglalas had started for the Red Cloud Agency. One of the number was slow in getting started and was behind. The others had gone forward, and he was following; he saw the dust rising from Custer’s column, and also saw the soldiers; he went back and notified the Indians. This was on the morning the battle began [there are several different versions of how and when Custer was seen, and how and when the report got back to the camps].

Reno crossed at the mouth of Trail Creek [Ash Creek, Reno Creek, Sundance Creek etc.]. When the Indian returned and gave warning of the approach of Custer there was a good deal of excitement and a rush was made for the ponies, and before the people could get out, the village was attacked [indicating that the word didn’t arrive much before Reno did].

Reno crossed and came down the bottom of the river to the mouth of the Box Elder [Shoulder Blade Creek] and began firing from a clump of woods at that point. The Indians left their lodges standing. The women fled down the river, toward the mouth of Chasing Creek [Squaw Creek]. The women did not run back to the hills. Some warriors from all the camps went to the head of Box Elder Creek and there attacked Reno’s line and drove it into the timber.

Respects Nothing had his horses down below the Indian camps and was waiting for his horses to be brought; and when they came he went right up close to the river to the point where Reno was when he had been driven into the timber, and there is where Respects Nothing began to take part. Reno fell back and recrossed the river and ascended the hills where he made his stand. He saw the pack mules come but did not see Benteen’s command [this, seeing the pack train arrive, is a common thread in hostile accounts leading to the speculation that the packs might have got up before most army accounts would lead one to believe]. There were some soldiers between Reno’s main body and the river retreated up the stream the point of Reno’s crossing in retreat and most of them were killed along the river before they could cross.

After Reno was up on the bluffs he was surrounded. Some of the soldiers went down to the river to get water with their hats and the Indians fired on them. They ran back to the position on the hills. Just as Reno reached the hills, Respect Nothing heard an Indian on the north side of the river, and down below a little where Reno had crossed, say that soldiers were coming down behind the ridge…

He saw Custer’s horse which was a chestnut sorrel with stocking legs. He saw Custer’s clothing which was buckskin, after Custer was killed)…

Custer came down on top of the ridge northeast of Water Rat Creek [Medicine Tail]. He did not come to the river, or directly attempt to. He came over from that ridge to Calhoun Hill where the battle began. The stones in the cemetery at the southeast, or rather in the line running down toward the river from Calhoun Hill [Greasy Grass Hill], is where the battle began, and it is plain to be seen that an effort was made at that point to check the advance of the Indians, and a good many soldiers fell here. It should be said that the Indians attacking at this point had crossed the Little Big Horn at the mouth of Water Rat (or what Godfrey names in his map as Reno Creek).

The soldiers came up to Calhoun Hill diagonally from the east, and the Indians came up diagonally from the river crossing to Calhoun Hill. These Indians enveloped the ridge on the north side about half way and were met by Indians who had crossed the river at the lower crossing, just below the corner of the cemetery, and enveloped the ridge on the north side of the ridge after coming up the nose of the ridge to the northwest. Some Indians crossed the river above this lower crossing, probably at the mouth of the ravine. The soldiers were completely surrounded.

The battle began about one o’clock p.m. and lasted till four o’clock p.m.[although the times are problematical, the elapsed time agrees with many of the Sioux accounts - three hours]. The man who came back and gave notice that the soldiers were coming had a watch…and this watch showed the time to the Indians. Moreover…I took him outside the house and asked him to point where the sun stood when the battle was commenced by Reno, and he correctly indicated the quarter of the heavens…

Custer’s line was along the ridge, but it is not clear to my mind from his statement whether Custer stopped to fight before he reached his last place; but I think that he said Custer went to that point finally and the last defenders were killed here. At any rate, he said that those were all killed at Custer Hill before those who were down along the ravine [note “along” not “in”]. These latter, when the others were down, made a break through a narrow gap in the Indian line and ran toward the river trying to escape. They were on foot. The Indians followed them and killed them with war clubs…In this pursuit one Indian stumbled into a low place, among the soldiers, and was killed by them [again note: “a low place” not a “ravine”].

Respects Nothing says that the fighting with Reno was all over before Custer was engaged. Respects Nothing says that he helped drive Reno across the river, and then he galloped down to the crossing at the mouth of Water Rat, or Reno Creek, and crossed and went up and fought on the north side of the ridge and at Custer Hill. One Indian dashed right through the soldiers at Custer Hill on horseback. I have forgotten whether he said this Indian was killed, but I think he said he was killed.

One soldier attempted to get away on horseback from Calhoun Hill and was a long way off when he was killed by pursuing Indians [the seemingly-obligatory “he almost got away” incident].

Reno could have gone to the aid of Custer if he had moved when the Indians withdrew. They went down and attacked Custer. Why should not Reno have gone down and helped in the defense? The Indians were all fighting Reno in the first battle…

RED FEATHER FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH HUGH SCOTT 1920.

As in many interviews conducted in the twentieth century with Indian survivors, a map was produced as part of the proceedings and as is the case with most of the maps so produced, it proves to be of little use or value. Red Feather’s map is in error as to the camp circle locations and the place where the host of warriors congregated before their “charge” on Reno, and contains nothing of interest.

Red Feather had been up very late. He had been dancing and was after the girls. Went hard to sleep. Wakened later to hear some woman say, “You young men take the horses to pasture.” Later on he heard someone say, “Go get horses - buffaloes are stampeding!” Magpie came dashing in with the horses, shouting, “Get away as fast as you can, don’t wait for anything, the white men are charging!” [this is an interesting variation on the arrival of Reno’s force]. Just as Red Feather was getting up, the shooting commenced. He saw the soldiers on foot shooting at Sitting Bull’s camp. The people in Sitting Bull’s camp ran to the Oglala camp. The Oglalas ran too.

The Indians were catching their ponies and running to the bluff-hills near there. When Red Feather was putting his bridle on his pony, Crazy Horse came out with his bridle and rifle, and said to Red Feather, “Our ponies aren’t in yet.” Red Feather said, “Take any horse.” Red Feather had his horse already, so he followed the others onto the hill. The hill was covered with men, warriors congregating from the Oglala and Uncpapa camps; the other camps were now in commotion. The sun was quite well up.

The warriors were on horseback, while the women and children were on foot, running to the hill. Red Feather said, “Why wait for the women and children to get tired. Come on!” and started down the hill. Charged toward the soldiers; there were two places where flags were planted, and it was toward these they charged. As the Indians charged, the soldiers took down their flags and started to retreat toward the woods back of them. The Indians who couldn’t catch their horses went in the woods on the side of the soldiers and shot at them from the side - not the back, from the side.

One flag bearer was shot down but sat up again. Red Feather was in front and hit him with his quirt. The man behind took the flag away from the soldier. When the soldiers got on their horses, it would have been wise if they had stayed in the woods and shoot from there. Two soldiers tried to get away, but the Indians overtook and killed them. There was dust around the woods.

Some Indian shouted, “Give way; let the soldiers out. We can’t get at them in there.” Soon the soldiers came out and tried to go to the river. When they came out of the woods, they were excited and scattered, the Indians mixed with them. Just then Crazy Horse came; his horses were late in getting to the camp. He came among the soldiers [Red Feather and Crazy Horse were brothers-in-law, and were quite close, so Red Feather would have been likely to notice his arrival].

The soldiers all had six shooters in their hands and held off the Indians for a while. Red Feather could not get close, but shot as many horses from under the soldiers as he could. Red Feather saw a soldier fall off his horse, his foot caught in the stirrup, and he was dragged through the creek. A Ree was killed by the Oglalas near the river, the Standing Rock Indians recognizing as probably being a scout.

Below the point the soldiers crossed, they saw two men in white shirts and blue trousers running across the river; afterwards they found they were scouts. Kicking Bear took after them and shouted, “These two are Indians – Palani.” Red Feather shot the horse from under one and Kicking Bear followed the other and shot the first one twice. Red Feather stabbed him to death [the identity of these two scouts is not established. With the one “killed by the Oglalas near the river” the total number comes to three - exactly the number of Arikara scouts killed in the fight. Unfortunately, there are several differing accounts of their demises and slayers, so I cannot accept Red Feather’s version without reservations].

The Indians followed the soldiers; ten of them got upon a hill [since Reno’s force certainly could never be figured at ten, it may be that the number refers to Indians]. About ten o’clock the soldiers made a defense. The women and children shouted, “Another detachment coming!” They were on the high place. There was another body of soldiers east of the Cheyennes. They left Reno and went as fast as possible to the other end, but the Cheyennes were already fighting. The Oglalas acted as reinforcements [this agrees with many Cheyenne accounts and most Lakota stories also].

The Indians charged twice in the battle at the lower end of the camp. The first time the soldiers were on foot. Then they retreated to their horses. In the first charge, Red Feather’s horse was shot from under him. He came to an officer who was shot through the stomach who was sitting on the ground, holding a gun in his hand. Red Feather tried to take the gun away, but the officer dropped the gun and grabbed Red Feather. Red Feather was scared to death until someone shot the officer. The cartridges stuck in the gun because it was too smoked from shooting.

When the soldiers got to their horses, they retreated. There was a deep place in the timber that was a good place for defense, but instead they took to the open country which made it easier for the Indians to catch them. The Indians in the lead were the younger men, didn’t have enough experience and were reckless. The older ones held off for safety. The younger men were killed mostly, and they took most of the guns. When the soldiers reached their horses, they were met by the Indians coming from the side; the soldiers took to a slant [most researchers go through very convoluted lines of reasoning to show just where this action described by Red Feather took place, most of them arriving at Calhoun Hill or perhaps at Keogh’s swale. But where was the timber referred to by Red Feather and when was Custer ever near it?? If one sets aside any pet theories and looks at what he said, it becomes perfectly obvious that he is simple flopping back in time to Reno’s action in the bottom. Every single bit of information fits very neatly there. Note his statement that the troops “took to the open country.” Custer’s force was always in the open; they didn’t “take to the open” - but Reno did, and Reno’s “soldiers took to a slant” to get to the river. Remember that Red Feather was responding to Scott’s questions and Scott probably asked him if Reno could have held out in the timber. That is one reason Indian accounts often jump around - they simply follow the questions].

One soldier on a sorrel horse tried to get around the Indians. He was on a sorrel horse with white legs. The Indians took after him, and shot and shot at him, but couldn’t hit him or catch him. They saw some smoke and the report of a gun, and saw him fall off his horse. The Indians went over and he had shot himself. Someone of the Uncpapa band got the horse and tied him to a stake. Everyone went to look at it [this must have been at the end of the fight or away from the fighting]. Gen. Scott: “I had information that the soldier, while using his revolver as a quirt, accidently shot himself.” Red Feather: “All the soldiers were drunk. They didn’t know what they were doing.”

The soldiers halted and dismounted and got on a hill; the Indians dismounted, too, and followed on hands and knees. They couldn’t get near, but some crept up. When the soldiers left their horses, the Indians picked them up. The Indians sneaked up the hill in the ravine and behind sagebrush. Red Feather’s horse had been shot under him, so he was with the others who were on foot. If either side showed a head, the other side would shoot him down. An old man, Flying By, who wore a shirt and had his hair tied behind his head, kept shouting, which encouraged the young men. He was the only old man in front with the young ones [this is not the same Flying By whose account is given in the Mnicoujou section]. Arrows were a great deal used. The soldiers were without caps now.

The Indians hid behind little rolls. The soldiers were on one side of the hill and the Indians on the other, a slight rise between them. While they were lying there shooting at one another, Crazy Horse came up on horseback - with an eagle horn - and rode between the two parties [a center run]. The soldiers all fired at once, but didn’t hit him. The Indians got the idea the soldiers’ guns were empty and charged immediately on the soldiers. They charged right over the hill. Red Feather, yelling, shot into the soldiers who tried to get away. That made it easier for the Indians, who shot them from behind [this was probably at Keogh’s swale].

Red Feather didn’t follow them very far, but interested himself in taking saddlebags. He got four, with ground coffee and ammunition in them. Also a little can with something in it. He tasted it, and it was whiskey. It was a terrible battle. The worst he had ever seen, and he, Red Feather, has had some experience. Red Feather considered it a hard battle because both sides were brave warriors…

EAGLE ELK FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH JOHN G. NEIHARDT 1944

Eagle Elk was a very old man when this interview was conducted just shy of his 93rd birthday. He was 24 years of age at the Little Horn fights.

Different bands were camped. They had a victory dance all night. Next morning I came towards this camp. There was a battle on a creek called Rosebud. Some of them went back and had a victory dance. About four days later the Custer fight took place. When day came, it must have been about eight in the morning, when the people stopped dancing to eat [see also Red Feather’s account]. Just at that time, a Hunkpapa woman called me and said, “Attackers are approaching fast, they say.” (Natan uskay.) While I was with the others, a second call from the same woman repeated the same thing: “Natan uskay.” I said, “I am going home. There is something to that.” Someone said, “Don’t go. They are not coming to kill us all at once.”

I took my blanket and started and someone came along and said, “Friend, I am going home, too.” It was Red Feather [note that the account of Red Feather given to Hugh Scott was made 24 years prior to this one]. We started together across the camp circle. Just then we heard shooting towards the river. Red Feather and I ran and got to our home. Just at. this moment my brother had driven the ponies in…As we were running to our tepee, I came across a pony that I knew belonged to a relative, so I caught the pony and rode him. I then got my own horse and gun. I was on a fresh horse and started towards where the excitement was going on.

I went a little way and another Indian came along, and he had a horse that belonged to me and was a good horse. I changed to that horse and went right on. Just about that time they were chasing the soldiers. The older people ran away, but the Indian men went right out to fight the soldiers on foot. As I was going along, I saw that the Indians were chasing the soldiers. There were two Indians, one on a black and the other on a white horse…Suddenly the man on the white horse got among the soldiers. He had a sword and used it to kill one soldier. The other Indian fell off his horse [shot]…

As I was going along, my brother came, and he had a gun, too [note that almost all of the Indians who gave accounts claimed to have had guns]. He wanted my gun, which was a Winchester; and so I gave it to him and took his. As I went along, I saw a man sitting on the ground, and a woman came along and stopped by him, and first I thought she was pointing at him. She drew back her arm and pointed at him again, and the gun went off and the man dropped. The man was a Hunkpapa who was with the soldiers, and got wounded and fell off his horse. When the woman came up, he said that her husband, or son, must be shot in the battle. She came with her gun, and the man said, “Do not kill me, for I will be dead in a short while, anyway.” The woman said, “If you did not want to be killed, why did you not stay home where you belong and not come to attack us?” The first time she pointed the gun it did not go off, but the second time it killed him. I heard that this woman is still living among the Hunkpapas. Her name is Her Eagle Robe (Tashina Wamnbli) [since none of the Sioux scouts with the command were killed, it is possible that this is a mistake in translation and the man was a Ree. On the other hand, Bloody Knife was half Hunkpapa and Isaiah Dorman was married to a Hunkpapa woman, so the man may have been either of them, although one would have thought that some reference to the color of his skin would have been made had it been Dorman].

Then I saw that a bunch of Indians were chasing the soldiers up the creek. It was deep and flooded. The Indians could kill the soldiers in the water as they tried to swim. There were two men who ran away from the rest up the hill. They were two Rees who were with the soldiers. They were singing as they ran away, so we knew they were Indians [singing either their strongheart or death songs]. I was not doing very much, but was keeping back and watching. The two Indians escaped and ran up the hill. Before they got away, a Sioux rode up to them and was going to attack the Ree. The Ree shot the Sioux, and he fell off his horse. After that a man with long hair and all stripped got right up to him and they were both on the ground, and the Ree and Sioux were shooting at each other. The Ree was shot down and fell. Just at that time, the other Ree was fighting with another Sioux, and the Ree shot the Sioux off his horse. The stripped man shot the Ree.

I did not see any soldiers who escaped; all I saw were killed. Just about that time, some Indians started a fire because soldiers were hiding in the tall grass. Just then someone said more soldiers were coming. There was a party of eight Indians and I who started that way and got to a point where they could see there were soldiers all right. We nine went down and saw the soldiers on the ridge [Eagle Elk did not make a map, so I don’t know what ridge he meant. He seems to think the listener should know]. Before we crossed the water, we were the first to make a charge. One man went out of the bunch and took away the flag that one soldier had. The Cheyenne was shot through the heels, and his horse stumbled and broke his legs. We went right up to soldiers. Just at this moment we noticed that the other Indians were charging from the south end [the information in these accounts tends to be confused and confusing. The “south end” probably refers to Calhoun Hill, and Eagle Elk was probably at or near Greasy Grass ridge. I have absolutely no idea what he meant by “before we crossed the water…”]. From that time, the others were coming across the creek after the soldiers. The soldiers were shooting a lot, so the Indians were thrown back.

…Just then I saw an Indian running who was shot through the jaw, and all bloody. My brother saw him and came up and helped him, and then we went on chasing the soldiers and as we made a charge, they shot back very heavily, so we swung back…my brother’s horse was running and he was not on him. I thought he was shot off, and just at that moment there were four soldiers’ horses running. I chased after them [the individual warriors were often distracted in chasing horses. One wonders if the troops sometimes let horses loose to create a diversion]…and got two of them, and gave them to another Indian…

An Indian came and said, “Your cousin is shot off his horse. He is lying over there.” But I did not go back to look for him. Another man said, “There is a man shot through the head.” I found him and saw the man. He wore a bird on his head, and the bullet went through the bird and his head…I got off my horse and another man was getting off. This man who was shot through - we went there; and it was behind a ridge so there was no danger [although hostile accounts tend to consistently give very low figures for Indians casualties, the individual incidents mentioned point to significantly larger numbers. It is also a common feature of Indian accounts to hear the narrator losing a close relative and/or sworn friend to enemy fire. Eagle Elk has mentioned at least ten men killed and wounded in his limited involvement in the fights].

LONE BEAR FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH SEWELL WESTON 1909.

Lone Bear was about 29 years old at the time of the fights on the Little Horn, giving his age as 61 in January 1909 when this interview was conducted by Sewell B. Weston. Weston was acting on behalf of Walter Camp and the interview is actually Lone Bear’s answers to a questionnaire designed by Camp. This was a standard Camp practice. The references to “lettered” geographical features will also be familiar to readers of the Camp interviews. The questionnaire contains 57 questions and the answers are given in Sewell’s words, not as direct quotations from Lone Bear. I have rewritten the responses in narrative form, much as Camp did when he got around to it, which he did not do in this case. This technique makes it considerably easier to follow the flow of the material.

Says his name is Lone Bear (Mato Wajila), age 61, and that he is an Oglala. He fought under Crazy Horse and participated in the Crook fight. At that time the village was near the mouth of the Rosebud, and it was on the Little Horn for four or five days before the Custer fight.

Camp has the village in the proper order, except there were a few tepees occupied by Arapahoes, situated between the Oglalas and Brules. It was impossible for Lone Bear to estimate the number of warriors or tepees - just “lela ota” (a great many).

The warriors were taken by surprise when Reno attacked at the Uncpapa tepees. Reno was under the impression there were only a few tepees, just what could be seen on top of the knoll. The fight against Reno lasted from 9 to 11 A.M. Lone Bear never got very near to the front in this fight.

He did not see any warriors cross the river and attempt to cut off Reno. The soldiers next came from the northeast and were first seen coming down from “E” [Blummer/Nye/ Cartwright Ridge]. Lone Bear did not see any Indians on the north side of the river at that time. The soldiers were dismounted and were leading their horses, and they never got to the river.

The warriors started after Custer before he reached the river. Some of the Indians were mounted and some on foot. They crossed the river in bunches, large numbers crossing at “B” [Medicine Tail ford]. Others crossed where a safe crossing could be made. About this time, Lone Bear returned to his lodge for his horse. On his return the soldiers were all at a point near “C” [Greasy Grass Ridge] and in a body. He heard considerable shooting while he was after his horse.

Lone Bear is emphatic that the soldiers did not split up. They all went to “D” [Calhoun Hill]. He is not sure if Indians had got to the ridge ahead of Custer - says there were many Indians behind him. All of the warriors went to fight Custer, although they did not know it was Custer they were fighting. There may have been a few at “R” [Reno retreat crossing] but he did not know of any. Many squaws were back of the Indians.

The soldiers made a short stand at “C” and “D.” Lone Bear thinks the longest stand and the hardest fighting was done at “K” [Keogh swale]. At this point many of the horses were killed. He seems to think the longer stand was made at “K” than at “G” [Custer Hill]. From “C” to “G” most of the men were dismounted and using their horses as shields. The soldiers were moving most of the time. Once in a while they would make a short stand.

The men killed between “G” and “H” [Deep Ravine] were killed going from “G” to “H” at the last stages of the fight. Lone Bear does not know if any men were killed in the deep gully at “H” as he did not get down that far. He stopped near where Dr. Lord is shown on the map [just below Custer Hill]. The Soldiers were fighting hard at “G.” There were a few who tried to get away.

Lone Bear does not recall the gray horse company. He says at “C” all horses mixed up. At first Lone Bear was on the north side of the long ridge, and later crossed to the south side at a point between “K” and “G.” The soldiers never made a charge during the entire fight. A great many of the soldiers were dismounted all along during the fight.

A great many of the horses were captured. Considerable ammunition was found in the saddlebags; but no horses were taken until after the soldiers reached “C.”

The Indians held the top of the long ridge between “D” and “G” during the entire fight, which lasted from about noon until 4 o’clock. The fighting was hardest at “K.” The fighting at “G” was at close quarters, and the Indians pulled some of the soldiers who were mounted off their horses. Soldiers were killed on the side of the hill at “G.” Lone Bear states that the soldiers made a stand there (on the top) for just a short time and then were forced over the hill [the post-battle physical evidence is at odds with this observation].

The only place where soldiers tried to get away was at “G” and only a few tried. No soldier got as far as the river as far as Lone Bear knows or ever heard. Never heard of any 18 missing men and never heard of any men getting away.

There were numbers of soldiers wounded and alive after the fight. They were mostly killed by the squaws who followed the warriors in the fight. No soldiers were taken alive. Lone Bear does not know why the soldiers around “G” were not scalped. They stripped them of their clothing instead. Long Hair Custer nor his brother nor any scout was recognized during or after the fight.

There were 30 Indians killed and 5 more died of their wounds sometime after. The Indians left to attack Reno on the hill the same night. They couldn’t kill Reno and his soldiers because they had thrown up breastworks and were too firmly entrenched.

Lone Bear never heard of any quarreling between Sitting Bull and Gall. The dead Indians were left in the village because the Indians thought more soldiers were coming. The only chiefs he knew in the entire outfit were Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse. American Horse was not there. …

When the soldiers arrived at “G” some of them had their horses. About half that had their horses turned them loose at this point. Lone Bear does not know why this was done. There was a good stand made at “G” but not so long or as firm as the one made at “K.” The ammunition found on the men at “G” was not plenty [indicating that the men did not run out of ammunition but did expend most of it].

The soldiers who ran from “G” toward “H” had their guns. Lone Bear said one man committed suicide. He did not see any soldiers shoot each other.

[CN] 3.84
 [CT] ONE BULL AND WHITE BULL: TO WALTER CAMP, 1912, STANDING ROCK INDIAN RESERVATION

Says that [Bull’s] twins were not born at time of battle of the Little Bighorn, but a few days before the battle…They say when [they fought] Crook the camp of the Hunkpapas and all others was on the Rosebud. (They probably did not know that the Oglalas and the Cheyennes were on Reno Creek.)

One Bull and White Bull say that a herd of Sioux horses was driven down just ahead of Reno before fight in bottom. One Bull saw McIntosh knocked off his horse. Long Road - Chanku Hanska was killed 75 feet from Benteen’s line. He was a Sans Arc. At point of timber in bottom MatoWashti wounded before any man of Reno [killed]. Died at Standing Rock years later. He was a Hunkpapa. We camped near mouth of Powder [winter before the Little Bighorn]. After the battle we went up the Little Bighorn and then down the Rosebud and over to Slim Buttes. On north side of the Yellowstone [separated from the other tribes]. Wintered 1876-77 between the Missouri and the Yellowstone…

Soldiers who ran from end of ridge toward river had thrown away their carbines and had only six-shooters…The volleys fired by Custer may have been Custer’s men firing at a charge of Indians. Dead Indians were left in village because of lack of transportation. Besides, dead Indians were often left lying in tepees as a means of burial. At times there were others than Hunkpapas in Sitting Bull’s camp…

1 MSS, field notes, unclassified envelope 41, IU Library, IN.

[CN] 3.85
 [CT] ONE MAN: INTERVIEW WITH CAMP, 1912, STANDING ROCK INDIAN RESERVATION

Says there was a Sioux Indian in the deep gully with the 28 soldiers. At first thought he was with the soldiers, but later found he was a hostile who had followed the soldiers too closely. Even our own people had mutilated the body, mistaking it for that of an Indian scout with the soldiers. Says a Santee boy got Custer’s horse. Lone Man says there were killed seven Hunkpapas, six Sans Arcs, and three Minneconjous. He did not know how many from other tribes ‘

1 Camp MSS, field notes, unclassified envelope 41, IU Library, IN.

[CN] 3.86
 [CT] THOMAS F. O’NEILL: INTERVIEW WITH CAMP

October 13, 1912

Says that Vickory lay right near Gen. Custer. Says Vickory lay on ground with face up and Voss’ body lay across Vickory’s head, Voss’ face being down. O’Neill was digging a trench to put Vickory in, Vickory having been 1st Sgt. of G Co. at one time and O’Neill had a good deal of affection for him.

While O’Neill was digging this trench, Lieut. Wallace came and said: “O’Neill, I think that will be a good grave to bury Gen. Custer in,” and so Custer’s body was buried in it.

Tom O’Neill says that on June 28, 1876, the end of Custer ridge, where the monument stands, ran to a blunt peak. It was neither level nor sharply peaked like a hogback. South of this the ridge ran to a sharp peak, like a hogback.

‘Camp MSS, field notes, Little Bighorn, Battle of 1876, IU Library, IN.’

[CN] 3.87
 [CT] EDWIN PICKARD: ACCOUNT OF 1923

The account given below is taken from the Portland (Oregon) Journal, in which it appeared in a five-installment series of articles under the byline of Fred Lockley. The series started 31 July 1923. Edwin Pickard was a private, serving in Company F [see Appendix 5.17] and was ostensibly an orderly for Captain George Yates on 25 June 1876, looking after Yates’ spare horse[s]. As well as this account, Pickard left another record in the form of a letter to his parents just after the fights on the Little Horn [refer to B7.46]. A comparison of the two accounts is enlightening.

I have omitted the first few paragraphs of this account, which deal very briefly with the march from Fort Lincoln and with Pickard’s months in the service prior to the 1876 campaign, as they are redundant and basically not informative or noteworthy.

Pickard’s account is often mentioned and only rarely seen. It is rife with inaccuracies and probably for that reason, not often quoted as a source by most writers on the subject of Custer’s last campaign. There a few interesting kernels contained within the heaps of errors and imaginings.

I have, in addition to the omissions mentioned above, added a few punctuation marks where they were indicated, but otherwise have not edited the material. I have however, added several notes or comments, feeling that these were absolutely necessary, lest the contents be accepted as “gospel.” 

General Custer was ordered by General Terry to cross the Yellowstone and proceed up the Rosebud until we came to the divide between the headwaters of the Rosebud and the Little Big Horn Rivers, where it was reported the hostile Indians were gathered. We were really on a scouting expedition, for Custer had been instructed to locate the Indians if possible, but not to bring on an engagement [Custer’s instructions are in Appendix 1.4]. After crossing the Yellowstone River, we made forced marches [the marches were not forced – see 4.14]. We traveled with a pack train, having left our wagons near the mouth of the Rosebud [actually the Powder] on the Yellowstone. We covered as high as 45 miles a day in hurrying forward to locate the Indians. The last night before reaching the point at which the scouts told us the Indians were located we made an all night march. I was dead tired and went to sleep several times during the night, nearly falling from my horse.

Just at dawn our regiment halted and the word went down the line for us to make no noise, as we were close to the Indian camp. The scouts were sent out to locate the Indian village. “Mitch” Boyer [Boyer] was our guide, and Custer depended on his reports. Boyer, with the other scouts, soon returned and reported they had located the Indian village on Greasy Grass creek, 5 miles away. Arrangements were at once perfected to attack the village. The entire command was ordered to proceed at a moderate pace toward the village. When we came in sight of the village we found it had been deserted hastily, as the camp fire embers were still burning. We could see that there had been about 800 lodges; that they had been hastily taken down, and all had been removed but three. In these three lodges we found the bodies of dead Indians that had been killed in a fight with Crook’s men a few days before. The Indians had left in such a hurry that they had forsaken their dead, a very unusual proceeding. The Indians had gone down Greasy Grass creek [the reference here is obviously to Ash Creek, since Greasy Grass Creek IS the Little Horn]. General Custer sent the scouts ahead to get in touch with them, while the troops followed the freshly-made trail of the departing Indians. Within an hour we were approaching the Little Big Horn river where Greasy Grass creek flows into it. Boyer, with his scouts, reported to General Custer, and said the Indians from the recently abandoned village had joined forces with a much larger village located on the Little Big Horn River. A halt was made, and the campaign formulated, Custer talking the matter over with his officers. This was in the forenoon of June 26 [it was 25 June, and Pickard seems to have compressed events here - since this would have happened just after the divide crossing].

That morning I had been appointed orderly for Captain Yates, in command of F troop. It so happened that F troop was in advance that day, so that our troop was at the head of the column [at some point, this was true]. In my capacity as orderly I was thus within hearing distance of much of the conversation that took place between Custer and the others, as I was riding just ahead of F troop. When Boyer came back and reported to General Custer I heard him say: ’General, there are too many Indians for you to attack.’ Custer said, ‘There are not too many Indians on the whole North American continent for me to attack with the 7th Cavalry.’ Turning to the other officers Custer said, ‘From what the scouts tell me the largest Indian camp on the North American continent is just ahead of us and we are going to attack it.’ [In stark contrast to those who believe that Custer did not believe that there was any village].

The plan for the attack was brief and Custer did most of the talking. He told Major Reno to take 5 troops and attack the village from the nearest point. He told Major Benteen to take two troops to the rear to guard the pack train He said ‘I will take C, E, I, L and F troops and attack the lower end of the village just as Major Reno starts his attack on the upper end.’ Had the plan not miscarried the Indians would probably have been defeated, for General Custer planned to keep to the right, over the hills, until he arrived at a point just below the Indian village on the Little Big Horn. On arrival at this point, he planned to cross the river and attack the Indians from the lower end of the village [Pickard is in error as to the disposition of the companies and nobody knew at the time exactly what Custer had in mind]. Major Reno was then instructed to proceed down Greasy Grass creek to where it joined the Big Horn, and he was ordered to cross the Little Big Horn near the mouth of the Greasy Grass creek thus bringing him some distance above the Indian village. His orders were to attack the village at the upper end immediately upon his arrival. General Custer, who had farther to go, said he would proceed with his troop first at a trot and then if necessary at a gallop, so that the two attacks should be simultaneous. He thought that he would be in a position to attack the village by the time Reno reached there. Reno followed his instructions implicitly, but General Custer found that at the point where he had separated to cross the Little Big Horn the cliffs were so precipitous it was impossible to get down to the river. This necessitated a detour which delayed Custer so that his troop had not reached the river when Major Reno was ready to attack [see Chapters 2 & 7].

As Captain’s orderly I had charge of Captain Yates’ extra saddle horse, and, as orderly I did not have to ride in the ranks. I rode at the head of the troops so that Captain Yates would be able to change horses if necessary. When we had finally worked our way down the bluffs to the river, General Custer halted his command and told the company commanders to bring their troops into line. We had been marching in columns of fours, so each captain gave the command to his troops ‘Four right into line,’ thus bringing the troops into company front. General Custer rode along the line in front of the troops, giving his final instructions to the company commanders [there is no credible evidence that any of the troops were near the river at the point ostensibly described by Pickard].

I had been riding at the rear of F troop, but now that we were in company front, I was at the extreme left of the company. General Custer saw me there, leading the extra horse, and said to Captain Yates: ‘Better send that man back to the pack train with your horse. He can’t accomplish anything in a charge, leading your horse.’ Captain Yates turned to me and said, ‘Pickard, fall out and report to the pack train.’ This was my first Indian fight. I had heard the boys say how the Indians fled at our charge, and how, after the fight, there was always a lot of beautiful tanned buffalo robes and beaded moccasins to be divided among the troopers. I hated to miss the first fight, and I hated to miss getting my share of Indian trophies. Then, too, I felt that my chances were much better with my troop than in making my way alone back to the pack train. I didn’t know where the pack train was, but I knew that it was many miles in the rear, and that the country was swarming with hostile Indians. I saluted and said, ‘Captain, may I have your permission to exchange with someone in the company who is willing to go back? I don’t want to miss this fight’ Captain Yates smiled and nodded in assent. One of the men in our troop, who was a new recruit, was a very poor rider and had gone over his horse’s head on various practice charges so I went to him and said, ‘Let me take your place in the troop and you take my place as orderly and take Captain Yates’ extra horse back to the pack train.’ He hesitated for a moment, and then said, ‘I’d like to do it, all right, but the boys would think I was showing the white feather; I guess I had better not.’ When Captain Yates saw that the man I spoke to had shaken his head he told me to report at once to the pack train. As I started away, my bunkie, a good French-Canadian named Le Roche, said to me ‘All right; Ed; if you’ll have supper ready for me when we come back I’ll bring you a buffalo robe.’ I answered, ‘All right, Rockie; see that you get a good one,’ and trotted off. When I next saw my bunkie he had been disemboweled and scalped and was lying with a group of other members of F troop on the hillside [Pickard probably meant Private William H. Lerock, also seen as Larock, of F Company. Lerock was born in the state of New York, but may have been of French-Canadian descent]. Captain Yates didn’t like to send me back, for he knew how disappointed I was. He said, in a very kindly way, ‘Too bad, Pickard; but I guess you’ll have to go back.’ As I started on the back track, my fellow troopers started to cross the river. I did not know it at the time, but we discovered later, that where I left them, and where they were going to cross, the river was impassable and that, discovering this fact, they had crossed the river some distance below [there was no crossing of the river, except perhaps by one or two troopers].

I had not gone over half a mile when I saw several Indians against the sky line. Just as I caught sight of them they caught sight of me and spread out fan-wise to intercept me. You can believe I stepped on the gas all right. I started as hard as I could go, and as I was well mounted I saw I was gaining and the Indians saw it, too. They fired at me and one of the bullets whistled close to my head. I surely thought I was going to get plugged. As I rode on at full speed, I suddenly heard firing. In going forward to attack the village, we had kept away from the edge of the breaks above the river, so that we should not be discovered from the Indian village. When I heard the firing I rode about a quarter of a mile to the brow of the hill overlooking the river to see what was going on. I halted before coming up to the upper end of the ravine and crawled the rest of the way, to see if there were any Indians near me.

From where I lay, on the crest of the bluff, I could see a long reach of the Little Big Horn river, across which was a level plateau on which I could see a portion of the Indian village. At the upper end of the village I could see Major Reno’s five troops advancing. The shots I heard were fired by Indians who were circling in front of Reno’s advancing command. It was a wonderful spectacle. The Indians, lying flat on their horses’ backs, were running at full speed across Reno’s advancing front, firing at the troopers from under their horses’ necks. There were only a few hundred of the Indians who were riding in scattered bunches, and there were also some on the bluffs across the river. Reno’s troopers rode steadily forward at a trot, without firing, toward the Indians’ lodges, many of which were in a heavy growth of cottonwood timber. As I watched, I saw Reno deploy his men in skirmish line, and a moment or two later he had them reformed in company line. They rode forward a short distance, when they were evidently given the command to dismount and advance on foot as skirmishers. I couldn’t understand what was taking place in Major Reno’s command, for hardly had the men been dismounted when I saw them once more remount and advance toward the Indian village. As they approached the trees I could see scores of little puffs of white smoke from the guns of the Indians in the woods. From where I was I could hear no commands, but I had seen Reno’s command first deployed in line of company front, advance a short distance, then halt, and then take intervals as skirmishers. I had seen them form once more into line of company front, and then I heard the bugle give the signal for ‘forward march;’ and then I saw the trot become a gallop and then a charge. It was a wonderful spectacle, for Reno’s five troops charged across the level space towards the Indian lodges in as perfect alignment as I had ever seen in mounted drill. The Indians, who had been riding in front of our troops, shooting at them, made a hasty getaway, so as not to be between the cross-fire [this is all a flight of fancy].

It was evident from where I was that Reno’s intention was to charge through the village, for as the pace of the charge increased the line lost its perfect alignment and I thought the troopers were going to ride through the village; but a moment later, I saw that our men had ridden into a baited trap. Before starting our expedition we had been furnished with a lot of heavy American horses, which had never been under fire except at drill, and then had become unmanageable. In Reno’s command there were at least 100 recruits who were under fire for the first time [there were few recruits in Reno’s command – see Appendix 5.17]. Reno was whipped at the first volley fired from the timber. I could see that some of the horses were bolting forward [while] others ran toward the bluffs. Quite a few ran directly through the village. The indecision in charging upon the village had proved fatal. The Indians rode among our men like butchers in a flock of sheep. Our men seemed to be completely demoralized by the surprise of meeting such determined resistance. I could see the Indians riding after our men, shooting them in the back or clubbing them over the head. The boys told me afterwards that someone had given the order for retreat just as they hit the woods; another officer had countermanded it, and in the confusion that ensued, it was a case of every man for himself.

The loss of General George A. Custer, and the five troops of the Seventh Regiment with him, was a tragedy, the worst part of which was that had Custer’s plans been carried out it might have been avoided. Had his plans not miscarried the fight would have resulted in the defeat of the Indians. I watched Reno’s men charge, and I saw them waver and then become panic-stricken. You must remember that the 7th had been filled up with recruits, many of whom had never seen a gun fired in action. The new quota of horses also were new at the game.

As planned, almost immediately after Reno’s charge Custer attacked the village at the lower end, but it was too late for the contemplated surprise. Reno was whipped, his men were in flight, and Custer was facing desperate odds. Custer’s attack was so furious that it seemed to call for the entire attention of all the Indians, and the main body of Indians, who had been fighting Reno’s command, went to the aid of those who were attacking Custer. Major Reno had apparently got lost in the woods and did not appear to take charge of his command for some time [another error]. I could see the troopers scrambling through the woods and making for the bluffs. The first man of Reno’s command I saw cross river was a little chap who had enlisted at the same time I did and who had been assigned to H troop [Benteen’s H Company was not in the valley]. He saw me at the top of the hill and made his way toward me. When he reached me he was almost breathless from exhaustion. I saw he was wounded in the chest. He told me an Indian had placed his pistol against his blouse and fired. He thought he was shot through the chest. I helped him off his horse. I opened his blouse, tore open his shirt and discovered that the bullet had hit a rib, which it had followed around to his back, the bullet coming out near his shoulder blade. When the Indian had grabbed him by the arm and placed his pistol against his chest and fired, the report of the pistol had frightened the trooper’s horse so that it broke away and bolted toward the river.

Other soldiers joined us where we stood, and some time later Major Reno, who 1ost his horse in the fight [Reno lost his hat, not his horse], scrambled up the bluff afoot and took charge of his command. At about the same time Major Benteen arrived with his two troops and the pack train [the packs came up much later]. Reno, Benteen and other officers held a consultation. Benteen ordered his scouts to get in touch with Custer, to see how the fight was going. The scout came back in a few minutes saying Custer was surrounded and the firing was too heavy to be able to see what was going on. Lieutenant Edgerly, who was in command of D troop, was ordered to go ahead with his company. The rest of the troops followed about 400 yards in the rear. Soon the bullets began coming our way and Major Reno halted the main body, Lieutenant Edgerly going on forward. He dismounted his men and they advanced in skirmish line. In a moment or two I saw the men of D company break for their horses and come back, and a moment later the skyline on the bluffs seemed covered with Indians One of our officers told us to fall back. Edgerly and his troopers covered our retreat, fighting desperate1y. We fell back, fighting as we retreated, until we came to the little depression from which I had watched Reno’s charge [for the actual details, see Chapter 6].

We realized that it was a case of fight or die, for we were surrounded and the Indians were advancing upon us in overwhelming force. We could hear the firing of Custer’s troops, at first heavy, but gradually diminishing. We were armed with the Springfield carbine. The Indians had Winchesters, needle guns and other rifles which had a greater range than ours. The Indians had also picked up a large number of the guns abandoned by the troopers of Reno’s command and had taken from the dead troopers a considerable amount of ammunition. We were hoping all the time that Custer would come to our relief, or at least would send word to us. Several couriers were sent from our command to establish communication with Custer. Some of them returned saying it was impossible to get through; others were killed [none were sent until the night of the 26th – and they came back].

No sooner had we gathered in the slight depression in the side of the hill than hell broke loose. We hobbled our horses on short halters, and within the circle of our horses we established a hospital for the wounded men. The Indians charged us but we were able to stand off their charge. From Benteen’s pack horses we secured boxes of hard tack, sacks of bacon and other supplies, from which we built a makeshift barricade. Some of the men scooped out shallow holes in the hillside from which they fired. Three times during that afternoon the Indians charged us. I was lying back of a bunch of sagebrush. My back and shoulders were covered with fragments of the sagebrush clipped off by the bullets. Immediately on my left, close enough so that I could reach out and touch him, was a trooper who had dug a shallow pit. As he raised his head to shoot, a bullet struck him in the throat and the gushing blood from his severed jugular vein choked him to death. A moment or two later another soldier lifted him out of the depression where he was lying and put his body in front of the hole as a barricade. The second tenant of the barricade laid his gun across the dead man, and as he was sighting his carbine a bullet struck him square between the eyes, killing him instantly. A third trooper, who was without protection, crawled to his hole and used the bodies of both of his fellow troopers as a breastwork, but he also was wounded, and crawled back to the hospital.

During one of the charges the Indians rode clear through our circle, shooting at us and using their war clubs. I saw something in one of these charges that I shall never forget. A big Sioux warrior swung his club at a sergeant. The sergeant dodged the blow, caught the Indian by the leg, pulled him off his horse and, grabbing him by the scalplock, bent the Indian’s head back and then sank his teeth in the Indian throat. They rolled over and over, but the sergeant never let go his hold till he had bitten through the Indian neck, severing one of the large arteries. With all his strength, the soldier, with his hands under the Indian’s chin, forced his head back till he had broken his neck. The rattle of the revolvers, carbines and Winchesters was almost continuous, and the air was full of smoke and dust thrown up by the hooves of.the horses as they charged among us.

On the last charge that afternoon 1 saw, looming up through the dust and smoke a big Indian on a horse, aiming directly for me. My carbine and revolver were both empty. As his horse saw me it swerved slightly to avoid stepping on me, and with all his force the Indian swung his war club to strike me on the head. I saw the blow coming, so I threw myself back and threw up my right arm to guard my head. One of the other troopers near me shot the Indian through the head and he slid off his horse, falling beside me. I tried to pick up my gun, but my fingers had no feeling and would not close. During the rest of the day I shifted my gun to the opposite shoulder, firing with my left hand [while these descriptions are thrilling and stirring, the fact is that there were no Indian charges that came anywhere near the lines, let alone riding through them].

At dusk the Indians withdrew toward the river, leaving a few Indians to keep up an intermittent fire. From where we were on the hillside we could see the Indian village. They were dancing around a fire. We found out later they bad captured some prisoner whom they were torturing [the Indians denied any torture]. Next morning at ‘Cheyenne reveille’ - that was our daybreak, for the Indians used to attack us usually at daybreak - the Indians charged us first on horseback and then on foot, but we stood them off. The wounded were suffering with thirst and volunteers were called for to go to the river and get water. Another trooper and myself hung some canteens over our shoulders and took camp kettles and made our way to the river. The trooper with me was shot and fell into the water and was drowned. I managed to fill my kettles, and as I started back a bullet broke one of the kettles, so that I got back with only one kettle of water. Several other men volunteered to get water and went down to the river with camp kettles and buckets but every time volunteers would go to the river it would result in some of them being wounded; so the water was given only to the badly wounded. Our throats were parched, the smoke stung our nostrils, it seemed as if our tongues had swollen so we couldn’t close our mouths, and the heat of the sun seemed fairly to cook the blood in our veins.

After one or two unsuccessful charges in the early morning of the second day, the Indians seemed to withdraw; but we thought they were hoping we would abandon our position so they could at tack us to better advantage. About 11 o’clock that morning we saw a cloud of dust stirred up by a big body of moving men. We supposed the Indians had received reinforcements and were going to attack us in overwhelming force. We made the best preparations we could to withstand them; but I guess most of the men felt this was our last stand; and the sooner it was over the better. As the cloud of dust came nearer, suddenly through the dust we saw a bit of color, and a moment later we saw it was Old Glory. We tried to cheer, but instead, many of the men broke down and cried. It was General Terry’s troops, making a forced march to join Custer’s command.

In a few moments Terry’s men were with us. They told us they had passed over Custer’s battlefield in coming to us, and that there wasn’t a single survivor of the fight. The Indians lost over 700 of their number. We never learned how many Indians were engaged in the fight, but they were certainly in excess of 5,000. What was left of the 7th Regiment joined Terry’s command. We went to where Custer and Reno had separated. Custer, as I told you, had intended to attack the Indian village at the same time Reno did, but Custer’s enforced delay in finding a place to get across the river had resulted in Reno’s contact with the Indians. We could see where Custer had charged through the Indian village. The first charge was what had drawn the Indians away from their slaughter of Reno’s men, for Custer’s men, when surrounded, had charged once more. We could tell by the fall of men and horses that they had charged in company formation. When Custer found he was not receiving support from Reno he retreated across the river, but the Indians, believing he would do this, had sent 500 Cheyenne braves across the river to lie in wait for him, and it was here that Custer and his men made their last stand We could see from the empty shells, where the Indians had lain in ambush, and had fired on Custer’s men as they come out of the river [see previous note about troops in the river].

No man who saw Custer’s battlefield could believe anything but that Custer’s men fought with courage, coolness and desperation. The only live thing we found on the battlefield was Custer’s Kentucky thoroughbred. Comanche [Comanche was not a thoroughbred and was Captain Keogh’s horse, not Custer’s. Custer had two horses; Dandy, who had been left with the pack train, and Vic (Victory) whom he rode into the fight and who was either killed near him or taken by one of the warriors].

Comanche was wounded, but lived for many years. You often hear that the Indians scalped all the men of Custer’s command. This is not true, for many of the men, particularly the recruits, had had their hair clipped just before starting on the campaign, and an Indian will not take a scalp unless the man’s hair is long enough to make his scalp worth taking.

Custer’s men were not buried until three days after the battle. It made me sick to see my fellow troopers of F troop lying on the hillside, disemboweled, with stakes driven through their chests, with their heads crushed in, and many of them with their arms and legs chopped off. This was largely the work of the squaws.

Custer was not scalped. You will see pictures of Custer’s last stand in which Custer is represented as having long hair, but this is a mistake. His hair had been cut short just before starting on the campaign, a few weeks before. You will also notice in pictures of Custer’s last stand that he is waving a sword as the Indians charged him. Swords were used for dress occasions, and were not taken on campaigns. What Custer used, until he was shot down, was a revolver, and he may have used, and probably did use, the carbine of some fallen soldier.

Our regiment prior to the battle which resulted in the annihilation of Custer’s command was at peace strength, each company having 65 to 75 troopers. Each troop was at once recruited to full strength of 100 men. Besides myself there were two men left in F troop - Sergeant Davern, who had been with the pack train, -.and one of the privates who had been left at headquarters [Davern was a private at the time and was in the valley fight, as Reno’s orderly]. Ninety men were added to our company to build it up to full strength. Late that fall we started out to locate the hostile bands, but they had scattered and we were unable to come in contact with them.





[CN] 3.88
 [CT] DOCTOR H. R. PORTER: TESTIMONY AT THE RENO COURT OF INQUIRY, 1879

Doctor Henry Rinaldo Porter was a contracted civilian surgeon with Custer’s 7th Cavalry during the march from the mouth of the Rosebud to the Little Horn. He was one of the two surgeons who accompanied the Reno Battalion into the valley and was the only one to survive the fights of 25 June. As the sole survivor, the burden of caring for the wounded in the Reno-Benteen defense site fell to him and, by all accounts, he did yeoman service in fulfilling his responsibilities there.

Although some would discount his observations as coming from a civilian and one under fire at that, still, he brought an unbiased eye to the proceedings, so there is much of value in his testimony. The latter is presented here in its entirety, with a minimum of editing as to spelling and punctuation and with only a few notes where thought necessary. 

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) State you name, profession and residence.

A) My name is H. R. Porter. I am a physician and surgeon, and reside in Bismarck, Dakota Territory.

Q) State whether or not you were connected with the government service on the 25th and 26th of June 1876, in what capacity, and with what command serving.

A) I was acting assistant surgeon under General Custer.

Q) With what expedition were you serving at that time?

A) I was serving with Major Reno’s battalion.

Q) State whether or not on the 25th of June 1876, you heard any orders given by General Custer to Major Reno, either in person or through his adjutant, if so, by whom, when and where that day.

A) I heard his adjutant give an order, I think about 1 o’clock. It was right near where they struck the first tepee where the dead Indians were. The adjutant came over and told him the Indians were just ahead, and General Custer directed him to charge them. He turned around, and asked the adjutant if General Custer was going to support him. He said Custer would support him. He asked him if the General was coming along and he told him, “Yes:” the General would support him.

Q) Did you hear any other orders from General Custer, or his adjutant, to Major Reno?

A) No, sir.

Q) On which side of the river did this occur?

A) That was before we crossed the Little Big Horn River. It was about a mile, or a mile and a half, from the crossing of the Little Big Horn.

Q) State what was done by Major Reno and his command on receipt of this order.

A) He started on down to the crossing, right on a heavy trail, at a trot. Some of the horses, I guess, were galloping. We went on down to the river and crossed over, and halted on the other side. Some of the horses were watered at the stream. I watered my horse there.

Q) Did the command generally halt to water, or was this watering done passing through?

A) I think it was done passing through.

Q) State whether in connection with your duties as acting surgeon, you carried any weapons.

A) I did not.

Q) Now in reference to the condition of your own horse, state whether or not you had been with the command, and made its marches on that expedition.

A) Yes, sir. I left the Yellowstone with the command. My horse was in good condition - I had hard work to hold him. The horses of the command I should consider in pretty good condition. They were high spirited and wanted to run, some of them.

Q) Where did you observe them high spirited and wanting to run?

A) After Major Reno received his order- and I observed it on the way to the woods, too, going downstream.

Q) What was Major Reno’s demeanor and conduct on the advance? And [state] any conversation you had with him.

A) Going down into the bottom, he asked me if I didn’t want his gun. He had a gun on the pommel of his saddle, or over his shoulder, I don’t remember which. He asked me if I didn’t want it, and I told him “no.”

Q) Do you know why he asked you that question?

A) I think it was in his way. His horse was pretty fiery. He had a pretty fiery horse, and I think it bothered him to manage his horse and carry his gun too.

Q) Describe the movements of the command, as far as you observed them, after crossing the river, down to the first place they made any halt.

A) After we crossed the river, I heard Major Reno give the order, “Forward!” and they went on down to the woods, or a short distance from the woods. It was about two miles, or two and a quarter miles, I should think, that we moved, and it was on a lope or a trot.

Q) Did you see any hostile Indians while on the advance from the crossing down to the woods?

A) I saw a few Indians. I saw a great many ponies. They seemed to be driving the ponies down the river. I didn’t see many Indians.

Q) Was there any opposition made to the advance by the Indians, in going over that ground?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did the command go into action when it got down there? And describe that action.

A) As soon as they got to the woods, they dismounted and formed skirmish lines, and went into action then. I was then right there where I could see them. I was right behind the skirmish line, a little ways from the woods. When we got down near the woods, the command dismounted, and the skirmish line was formed, and the horses were led into the woods. I was looking around for my orderly, who had the bandages and medicines. I thought they would be needed, and I was down there watching the fight a few minutes, and then I led my horse down into the woods. I hadn’t been there but a few minutes before the men came in on my right and on my left, and in a few minutes I heard that a man was shot, and I went and looked for him, and while I was looking for him, I saw Major Reno on his horse, and I heard him tell someone that we had to get out of there, that we had to charge the Indians. He rode out of the woods.

Q) Do you know of any other man than the one you have described being wounded?

A) No, sir, he was the only one I know of.

Q) When you saw Major Reno in the timber, where were you, and what were you doing?

A) When I first saw him I was looking for my orderly, and when I was looking for him I knew this man was shot, and then I attended to him.

Q) Describe all you can in regard to that command leaving that timber, and describe how you got out of there yourself, and got to the command.

A) Just at the time I heard the Major say we would have to get out of there, and we would have to charge them, he moved on out, and the men seemed to be coming from different directions. They had a good deal of trouble in finding their horses, the soldiers did, and as soon as they found their horses and mounted, they went on out. I was there a few minutes with the wounded man, and they were all leaving, and I led my horse. There is a straight bank up there, four or five feet high, and when I got out, the men were all running and the Indians were running too, within a few yards of where I was. There were a few Indians between the command and me, and I went out expecting to find the command charging the Indians but, instead of that, I found the Indians charging the command. They were all on the run. I got on my horse and let him go as fast as he could run, and I passed some Indians, and I got to the edge of the river, and my horse jumped in and crossed over with the rest of them.

Q) Was that wounded man you spoke of taken out of the timber?

A) No, sir.

Q) State from what you saw, whether there were any Indians opposing the progress of the command to the river, I mean in its front, as if they intended cutting off the command from the river.

A) I couldn’t see the head of the column. There was a good deal of dust, hallooing and confusion.

Q) Whom did you first notice of the officers, on the bluffs to which the command retreated, exercising any command or authority and what was he doing?

A) I saw first Lieutenant Varnum. He had his hat off and he said, “For God’s sake men, don’t run. There are a good many officers and men killed and wounded, and we have got to go back and get them.”

Q) Where did you see Major Reno on the bluffs, and what passed between you?

A) I went up to the Major and said, “Major, the men were pretty well demoralized, weren’t they?” And he replied, “No. That was a charge, sir.”

Q) State whether the command, when it got on the bluffs, was seemingly triumphant or demoralized.

A) They were demoralized.

Q) Did the men and officers seem cheerful or the reverse?

A) They seemed to think they had been whipped.

Q) After seeing Major Reno there, and having this conversation with him, what did you do?

A) We were talking a few minutes, and it was but a few minutes before I saw some troops coming. In the meantime, after I got up there, there were seven or eight or ten men wounded, that fell off their horses, and I paid attention to those. In a few minutes I saw some troops coming, and the men gave a shout, “Here comes Custer!”

Q) Who was it?

A) Colonel Benteen and his battalion. Upon the arrival of Colonel Benteen, the command felt pretty good. They thought they were going to have some help.

Q) When you were on the hill, did you hear any firing? State in what direction it came from, if you heard any.

A) We hadn’t been up there very long, before I heard firing down the stream and a little to the left. I heard pretty sharp firing down there for a few minutes, and then scattering shots. I supposed it was Indians firing because they had driven us off the bottom.

Q) Are you or not accustomed to hearing firing?

A) I had been in several Indian fights before that. I had heard some firing but not much. It sounded like heavy, sharp firing, and then there were scattering shots, and then it got less and less.

Q) What were you doing at this time? What position were you in with your wounded?

A) After Colonel Benteen’s command had joined Major Reno, they went further back up the river, and there was a little hollow where we had a hospital, and I remained there.

Q) Did you see an advance of any company soon after Colonel Benteen came up, and where did it go?

A) I saw Captain Weir going downstream. I don’t know whether any other officer was with him or not. I think Lieutenant Edgerly was with him [this was Weir going ahead on his own].

Q) How far down did you observe he went?

A) I should think a quarter or a half a mile or something like that, or further perhaps.

Q) When you saw him go down, had the pack train come up?

A) I think it came up about the time he was going back. That is my impression. I am pretty sure Captain Weir left before the pack train came up. I wouldn’t swear to it, but I am pretty positive of it.

Q) From the time Captain Benteen came up, go on and describe what occurred until night.

A) After we had got very nicely into position and the pack train came up, the Indians came back and fired into us pretty sharp, as sharp as it could be, pretty near all the afternoon, until about dark. I was in the place where we last had the hospital. I was not out or around much. I was attending to the wounded brought in there every little while. I had plenty to attend to, and the firing kept up until after dark, and then it ceased.

Q) State whether or not you saw Major Reno exercising any command during the action of the 25th of June, and state whether you were in a position to have seen him if he had been exercising command.

A) I didn’t see him, after we got into position, until night, and I was not in position to see him unless he came down to where I was.

Q) Did you see him again at any time during the day?

A) I saw him after dark.

Q) What time was that?

A) Somewhere between 9 and 10 o’clock.

Q) What was he doing then?

A) He was talking with some officers - I don’t know who it was. I was passing by, and I recognized his voice.

Q) How was it on the 26th with your wounded, and in regard to casualties? Was the fire as severe as on the previous day?

A) Yes, sir, about the same.

Q) How long did it last?

A) It lasted from daylight until sometime in the afternoon, about 4 o’clock, I should think.

Q) State whether any wounded were brought up out of the bottom or not, when crossing the river.

A) I don’t think any were brought up. There were some hit there and they hung onto their horses, and they were the ones that dropped off after they got up on to the hill. There were seven or eight of these.

Q) You don’t know whether they were hit on the other side of the river, or coming up, or where?

A) No, sir, I don’t know where they were hit. I know there were some wounded left in the bottom. I saw them there. I saw one.

Q) State whether you saw Major Reno exercising the functions of a commanding officer on that day.

A) I don’t remember to have seen him at all that day, until after the firing ceased.

Q) State what officer you saw, if any, exercising or apparently exercising acts of command on the 25th and 26th of June. If such were the case, state where.

A) I saw Colonel Benteen. He came down several times to where I was. He came down and ordered several men out that were skulking among the horses, and he came down and asked something about the wounded. On the afternoon of the next day, I saw him two or three times. I remember to have seen him twice and he may have been there oftener.

Q) Who did you think was in actual command, and why did you so think?

A) I knew Major Reno was the ranking officer, but I thought that Colonel Benteen was the actual commanding officer. That was my impression.

Q) Why did you think that?

A) Because I saw more of him. He came down there, and gave orders to those men.

Q) Had you that impression at that time?

A) Yes, sir, I had.

Q) State where it was that you last saw General Custer’s column, or any portion of his column. I mean by his column the troops that were with him after Colonel Reno pulled out and started ahead.

A) I didn’t see him after Major Reno received this order. I just looked around to my right and saw General Custer and his command, and we started right on and I didn’t look around after that, to see him at all.

Q) When this order was given by the adjutant, did you notice anything in the demeanor of Major Reno, and state just what it was and how it impressed you at the time.

Major Reno’s counsel objected to this question, as it seemed unnecessarily vague. He thought that it should be allowed only if some word or act of Major Reno’s was specified as having created the impression.

The Recorder responded that doctors frequently judged of a person’s condition by his appearance or mannerisms, and it was with that in view that he asked the question as it was posed.

The Court sustained the objection.

Q) State how you know the time of day Major Reno received his order.

A) I just guessed at it, I did not look at my watch.

Q) From the time the command went ahead, as you have testified, how long did it take to reach the crossing?

A) I judge 10 or 15 minutes.

Q) How long were they in crossing?

A) In crossing and forming, probably 5 or 10 minutes more.

Q) After the command got across the river, and formed as you have stated, how long did it take to get to the place it halted?

A) I judge 15 or 20 minutes.

Q) How far were the Indians away, at the time the command was halted and deployed as skirmishers?

A) I judge they were 800 or 900 yards - it was pretty hard to reach them with the guns at the time.

Q) With reference to that particular time and place, when did the firing begin? Was it before then, at that time, or immediately after?

A) I don’t remember any firing until about the time the men were dismounting. A few shots were then fired, the Indians were riding back and forth and around, and coming closer and closer, and firing more rapidly.

Q) Were the Indians advancing, halting or retreating, when Major Reno’s command halted, or what were they doing, if you know?

A) They seemed to be riding back and forth - probably they were coming closer, but not perceptibly. They were riding back and forth in squads.

Q) State what view you had, if any, of the village, and give an estimate of the number of lodges, and what was the effective fighting force as estimated by you at the time, or [from] what you saw after.

A) I did not see the village at all till I went into the woods. There was a little opening there through which I saw the village. I thought there were about a 1000 lodges, maybe more, or less.

Q) How far away was the bulk of the village and the nearest tepee?

A) I judge the nearest tepee was a quarter of a mile and the village extended down over a mile.

Q) About how many Indians engaged or confronted Major Reno’s command, when it halted and deployed, and state your means of knowing.

A) There might have been 50, and they kept coming up after he formed the skirmish line, and I judge there were 75 or 100 Indians fighting him there. There were a good many down the river to all appearances, but I could not see how many.

Q) Describe, as near as you can, the timber from which Major Reno’s command retreated - with respect to the river, the plain and the location of the hostile village.

A) I did not notice it particularly. Where I went into the woods there was a kind of bend, with this cut bluff, and below there a pretty heavy undergrowth and some heavy cottonwood trees. At the right of them was a little opening between there and the village where I first saw the village. That bottom came down almost level with a few washouts, on the side between the river and the woods.

Q) Do you mean where the trees were growing on a level with the bottom?

A) No, they were lower; there was a cut bank 3 or 4 feet high to the level.

Q) How far was it to the river across there?

A) The nearest point, I think, was several hundred yards. I did not see the river, I saw the bluffs beyond.

Q) I mean the nearest point of the river from, the right of the skirmish line.

A) I think it was five hundred yards, maybe not over 200 or 300. I did not notice much.

Q) From what you saw then or afterwards, give a description of that particular body of timber. That is, whether it was a separate bunch of timber or was a continuous stretch of timber, or whether the timber dropped in and out at the bends, going from one side of the river to the other.

A) I guess it dropped in and out, it was not continuous. There were some trees along the banks of the river above and below, and there were some places in the bends full of trees.

Q) How was it where Major Reno’s command was? Was it in a bend?

A) It was in a bend.

Q) Was it full of trees or sparse?

A) In some places sparse, in some places full.

Q) State, if you can, how near Major Reno’s command was at any time while in that timber to this hostile village. I don’t mean to the nearest tepee, but to the main village.

A) I would say about a mile from the main village. It might be more, but that is my impression from the glance I got of it in the woods.

Q) State whether there were any trumpet or bugle calls in Major Reno’s command, from the time it left General Custer’s column till it reached the woods.

A) I heard none.

Q) Were there any sounded there, or upon leaving there?

A) I heard none.

Q) If there had been the usual bugle or trumpet calls sounded, would you have heard them?

A) Yes, sir, I think I should.

Q) State how you knew the command was leaving the woods.

A) I heard Major Reno say, “We have got to get out of here; we have got to charge them,” and I saw him getting out of the timber in the direction we came in. The men were looking for their horses and mounting, and I followed them out.

Q) Was it immediately after you heard him say, “We have to get out” or [was] there some time intervening?

A) It was right at that time, almost.

Q) Up to that time how many men had been hit, to your knowledge?

A) Only one man that I know of.

Q) Describe his wound, whether mortal or whether you had time to examine.

A) I had just unbuttoned his blouse and saw that he was wounded in the left breast. He was able to talk.

Q) Did you see him after that?

A) No, sir.

Q) State as particularly as you can, when you left the woods, what you saw in regard to the Indians and the troops. I want to get all the details that you took in at that glance, as you came out of the woods.

A) I led my horse out at the same place I went down, and saw Indians running by, and saw the command running. I had pretty hard work to mount my horse, but finally got on him. There were some Indians between the command and myself, and quite a good many to the right, running and firing into the troops. I let my horse out, and passed some Indians and quite a number of the men, got to the river and jumped in, and crossed with the rest. When I got to the river, I found that there were a dozen cavalrymen in the river and some Indians on the right bank, mounted, firing at those crossing.

Q) When you came out and saw that condition of affairs, did you see any officer there attempting to do anything to cover the retreat, or check the Indians from riding down the column? If so, describe that effort.

A) I saw nothing of the kind. I could not see the head of the column. I don’t remember seeing an officer till I got across the river.

Q) In what order was the rear of the column where you were?

A) In no order at all - every man seemed to be running on his own hook.

Q) From the time the command halted and deployed as skirmishers in the woods, how long was it till it left the woods, as you have described?

A) I judge it was 15 or 20 minutes.

Q) Might it have been longer or less?

A) It might have been a little longer.

Q) Within what limits would you put it with certainty?

A) I could not fix any time. I am pretty positive it was not over 20 minutes. It did not seem to me to be over 5 or 10 minutes, but I put the limit at 20 minutes, and yet I might be mistaken in that and it might be longer.

Q) How far was it from that woods to the crossing, on that retreat?

A) I should say between half a mile and a mile.

Q) Do you know how long it took the command to reach that point after leaving the woods?

A) I don’t know how long the command was, I don’t think it was over 4 or 5 minutes.

Q) Give a description of that crossing, as far as you observed it at the time or saw it after, as to the height of the banks on either side, and the depth of the water, and describe how the command got over.

A) The stream where I crossed was 40 or 50 feet wide. The water was almost up to a horse’s back, it came to the saddle pockets. The bank on the side we ran from was 4 or 5 feet high, a straight cut bank, and on the other side about the same. After some of the horses had gone down the bank and caved it in, it made a pretty good crossing. I crossed a little to the left, where it was a straight cut bank.

Q) Describe what you saw of how the command got over, if any halt was made at the river.

A) When I got there, everybody was rushing in, trying to get across as fast as they could. The Indians were firing into them. Every man seemed to be looking out for himself, trying to get across as soon as possible.

Q) State, if you know, how long it was from the time Major Reno’s command left the command of General Custer, on the right bank of the stream where the order was given, till Major Reno’s and Captain Benteen’s forces were united on the hill.

A) I would say about an hour.

Q) How long after their forces were united till the pack train came in?

A) It might have been a half hour or an hour. I don’t remember [it was about an hour].

Q) State your opinion, if you have any, in respect to the conduct of Major Reno at that timber, whether it was that of an officer manifesting courage, coolness, and efficiency, such as would tend to inspire his men with confidence and fearlessness, or the reverse. State your opinion fully, and the facts upon which it is based.

Mr. Gilbert objected to this question as being without foundation, in that the witness had not been shown to be an expert in the matter.

Lee answered that: “His answer will be only a matter of opinion and will be entitled to such weight as the Court gives it.”

The Court stated that the objection of Major Reno was overruled.

A) I saw nothing in his conduct particularly heroic, or particularly the reverse. I think he was some little embarrassed and flurried. The bullets were coming in pretty fast, and I think he did not know whether it was best to stay there or leave. That was my impression at the time.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) Where were you when General Custer gave the order to Major Reno to cross the river?

A) When the order that I mentioned was received, I was at Major Reno’s side.

Q) Where was Major Reno?

A) He was right in the vicinity of the tepee that had the dead Indian in it.

Q) Was he mounted or dismounted?

A) Mounted.

Q) Who was with him?

A) I don’t remember.

Q) Was any person with him?

A) He was at the head of his command, and there were officers in his vicinity. I think Lieutenant Hodgson was with him. I don’t know.

Q) Was Lieutenant Wallace there?

A) I don’t know.

Q) Would you have seen him if he had been there?

A) I don’t know.

Q) What did Major Reno say to the adjutant, after the order was delivered?

A) He asked if General Custer was coming on, if he would support him.

Q) How close were you to Major Reno when he made that remark to the adjutant?

A) Within hearing distance.

Q) How close was the adjutant to Major Reno at that time?

A) Close enough to speak to him.

Q) How close were the officers that were with Major Reno to him?

A) I don’t remember.

Q) Were they within hearing distance?

A) I don’t remember any officers that were there. Lieutenant Hodgson might have been there, I don’t know. I don’t remember.

Q) You don’t remember that Lieutenant Wallace was there?

A) No, sir.

Q) What reply did the adjutant make?

A) That the General would support him.

Q) Then what did the adjutant do?

A) He rode back.

Q) What did Major Reno do?

A) Rode on to the crossing with his command.

Q) At what part of the column?

A) At the head of the column.

Q) Who was with him?

A) I was with him, and Lieutenant Hodgson was with him.

Q) Anyone else?

A) I don’t remember anyone else.

Q) You were with him, and did not see Lieutenant Wallace?

A) No, sir.

Q) What distance did you ride from Major Reno at the head of the column?

A) Right along within speaking distance of him.

Q) If Lieutenant Wallace had been with him during that mile ride would you have seen him?

A) I might, or I might not. He might have been there, and I saw him and not remember it.

Q) Where was Lieutenant Hodgson?

A) Within speaking distance.

Q) On which side of Major Reno?

A) I don’t know.

Q) Major Reno carried what kind of a gun?

A) I think it was a carbine, I am not sure.

Q) The same as the cavalryman carries?

A) I don’t know.

Q) Did it not resemble very much those that the cavalryman carried?

A) I don’t remember the gun particularly.

Q) Had he been carrying a gun on any other day than the 25th of June?

A) I don’t know.

Q) Had you seen him before?

A) Yes, sir, every day.

Q) You did not notice whether he had carried a gun before?

A) I don’t remember whether he had carried a gun or not.

Q) Had he been carrying a gun, do you suppose he wanted to get rid of it just when it was going to be of some use?

A) I know he offered it to me.

Q) Where was that?

A) Between the river and the woods.

Q) After you crossed over?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Where do you fix it?

A) About halfway down the line to the woods.

Q) Did you halt on either bank of the stream before you crossed it on going down to the timber?

A) I halted on the opposite bank a few minutes.

Q) Did you halt on the bank on the right side of the stream?

A) I don’t remember whether I did or not. We might have halted a second or two and then crossed over.

Q) Where were you, with respect to Major Reno, when you swept around that knoll on the right bank of the stream?

A) I was close to him.

Q) How close?

A) Within speaking distance.

Q) What conversation did you hear between Major Reno and anyone close in that vicinity?

A) I did not hear any.

Q) If there had been any would you have heard it?

A) I might have heard it and would not know what was going on.

Q) Did you notice anyone speaking to him?

A) I don’t remember.

Q) Mr. Girard says he spoke to Major Reno on that bank. Is that a fact?

A) I don’t know. He might have been right with him, and I might not notice him. At any rate I don’t remember it now.

Q) Did you cross the stream with Major Reno?

A) At the same time.

Q) You halted on the other side in the timber?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) What did Major Reno do, if anything, at that point?

A) Stopped and formed the command into line, charged on up through the valley. That is all I know of.

Q) How close were you to Major Reno during that time?

A) Within speaking distance of him.

Q) Was his horse standing still?

A) I don’t know.

Q) Was Major Reno standing still or moving?

A) Sometimes standing still and sometimes moving about.

Q) When he moved did you follow him?

A) I was with him up the valley, in his vicinity all the time.

Q) Did you see him send any man back in the direction he came from?

A) I don’t remember that. He might have sent some man back and I not know it.

Q) When he started, in what position was he in with respect to the column?

A) At the head.

Q) I am speaking of the period of time between the stream and the timber.

A) At the head of the column at that time.

Q) Where were you?

A) With him.

Q) How close?

A) Within speaking distance.

Q) How long did you continue with him in that position?

A) Till we got near the woods.

Q) Where did you leave him?

A) About as they were dismounting.

Q) Where did they dismount?

A) Near the edge of the woods.

Q) Near the point “C” on the map?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) At what point did you leave him?

A) About the time they were dismounting.

Q) Where?

A) A little ways from the woods.

Q) At the point Girard fixed?

A) Yes, sir, about there. I was with the command, till they dismounted. There were a few shots fired, and I was looking for my orderly. The horses had been taken into the woods, and I rode out and met Girard and the others, was there a minute or two, and rode back into the woods, and was there all the time [afterward].

Q) On which side of the line did you ride as you went from the ford to the timber?

A) I think I was to the left of Major Reno.

Q) Where was he?

A) He was leading the column, about in the center.

Q) How far were you from him?

A) Within speaking distance.

Q) Who was with him?

A) Lieutenant Hodgson.

Q) Who else?

A) I don’t remember anyone else.

Q) How rapidly did you ride, up to the point you halted?

A) Sometime loping, sometimes trotting - going fast.

Q) Where did you first catch sight of the village?

A) After I went down in the woods.

Q) Where did you catch sight of the Indian ponies?

A) After I crossed the river.

Q) At what point?

A) About halfway down, I think we saw some of them. We saw a dust, but were soon satisfied that it was Indians driving their ponies.

Q) Were there many or a few ponies?

A) A good many.

Q) Did you see any Indians at that time?

A) Not very many.

Q) Was there much dust?

A) Some.

Q) Much or little?

A) Quite a good deal.

Q) Was it not thick?

A) Well, yes, so thick at first we could hardly tell what was moving.

Q) Where were you able to tell for the first time that the dust was occasioned by driving ponies?

A) Shortly after we crossed the river, a minute or two, or two or three minutes.

Q) How far into that cloud of dust could you see?

A) We could see the dust rising and see the ponies on the ground. I don’t know how far we could see into it.

Q) Then what Girard thought were indications of the Indians coming to meet Major Reno was only the movement of ponies being driven by Indians?

A) I don’t know. What I have reference to was the ponies I saw.

Q) Girard says before he crossed the ford he saw Indians coming out to meet Major Reno, and he thought it necessary to send word back to General Custer of that fact. You were impressed, not by the Indians coming up, but by the motion of the ponies. Is that the way?

A) The first I saw was a few Indians herding the ponies, gathering them up.

Q) That was all?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) You did not see the signs Girard speaks of, of advancing Indians?

A) I saw none coming up. I thought they were running away.

Q) Still that was when, half way to “C”?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) What number of ponies do you think was in motion?

A) I should say a thousand. That is a mere guess.

Q) How long after you saw the ponies did you catch sight of the village?

A) Not till I went into the woods.

Q) How long was it, in point of time?

A) It was a few minutes - I would say 10 or 15 minutes.

Q) You saw the village and estimated it at about a 1000 lodges?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) That was after the ponies had been driven back and forth?

A) They had not been driven back and forth that I know of. They had been driving them down the valley.

Q) Lieutenant Wallace testified that they appeared to be driving them back and forth, purposely raising a cloud of dust. Would not that be Indian tactics?

A) I don’t know.

Q) You knew the Indian customs?

A) I had been in a few Indian fights.

Q) Was Lieutenant Wallace wrong when he said they were trying to raise a dust?

A) I don’t know.

Q) After you reached that point Girard has fixed, how long till you went into the timber?

A) A few minutes.

Q) Where was Major Reno at that time?

A) I did not see him. I suppose he was up commanding the skirmish line. They had opened fire then.

Q) How long after that did you see him?

A) I saw him in the woods, just before he said we had to get out of there.

Q) How long before you left the timber was that period of time you saw him last?

A) We went right out in a few minutes - he was on his way then, I think.

Q) Do you know what Major Reno had been doing in the meantime?

A) No, sir.

Q) Do you know about his being over towards the river with a part of Company G to dislodge some Indians? [Here Gilbert is cleverly entering testimony himself].

A) No, sir. I did not see him, and did not know where he was.

Q) All you saw of Major Reno, after deploying the skirmish line, was what you saw a few minutes before going out?

A) That was all.

Q) That is all on which you base your opinion of his conduct?

A) Yes, sir. [Why Gilbert focused on this point is a question – since Porter had not said anything detracting from Reno’s conduct].

Q) How long did you see him, at the time you speak of?

A) Just a minute or two, just as he was getting ready to go out.

Q) Was he mounted?

A) He was.

Q) What did he do after making that remark?

A) He was riding back and forth once or twice, I heard him make the remark, “We have got to get out of here, we have got to charge them,” and then he rode off towards the bluffs in the direction we came in [note that Porter was consistent on this scene].

Q) In which direction?

A) Upstream, out on the prairie.

Q) Where did you next see him?

A) Across the river.

Q) Not before?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did he not halt on the edge of the timber with Captain Moylan? Did you see that?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did you come out at the spot where Captain Moylan and Major Reno were halted at the edge of the timber just as the column moved out? [again intruding his own evidence]

A) No, sir.

Q) Did you not come out and see Major Reno and Captain Moylan together before the head of the column moved out?

A) Not that I remember.

Q) Are you accurate in your recollection?

A) I am testifying to the best of my belief and memory.

Q) How long after the command started from the timber did you start?

A) A few minutes.

Q) Where did you overtake it?

A) I passed some of them. I rode to the river, and went through with some of them across the river, and went up on the hill with some of them.

Q) Did you reach the ford by the time the head of the column reached it?

A) No, sir, after.

Q) How much after?

A) A few minutes. I reached the ford just as the last were going in.

Q) Where was Major Reno, when you spoke to him next?

A) On the other side of the hill.

Q) On the top?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) With whom was he?

A) There were officers around, I don’t remember who.

Q) Can you name one?

A) Lieutenant Varnum was there, within speaking distance, and there might have been others - I don’t know.

Q) You spoke of a remark Lieutenant Varnum made in regard to leaving the wounded men. When was it he made that and where?

A) Up on the hill, after we crossed.

Q) How long after?

A) I don’t think all the men had crossed yet. Some were coming up the hill yet.

Q) Was it on top of the hill?

A) Not right on top, between the river and the top.

Q) You had not reached the summit?

A) I think not. It was right in that vicinity.

Q) To which wounded men did Lieutenant Varnum refer?

A) I don’t know. He referred to all the wounded.

Q) Don’t you know he did not refer to the wounded men in the timber?

A) No, I don’t know that. I supposed he referred to all the wounded of the battalion.

Q) Was that remark of Lieutenant Varnum’s made before the column under Captain Benteen came up?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Before it was visible to the command?

A) I don’t think we had seen it yet.

Q) In point of fact, was not the remark of Lieutenant Varnum made after the column under Captain Benteen was in sight, and made to prevent the men from moving in the direction of that column?

A) No, sir. I don’t think Captain Benteen’s column was in sight. The tendency of the men after they crossed was to keep on running and Lieutenant Varnum tried to halt them.

Q) Did not Lieutenant Varnum’s remark apply to the wounded men on the hill and not to the men in the timber?

A) I don’t know. I thought it applied to all. He said, “For God’s sake men, don’t run, we have got to go back and get our wounded men and officers!”

Q) He said nothing about over the river?

A) I think not. He said, “Go back.”

Q) You think the remark would not apply to the men on the hilltop but to those across the river?

A) I supposed it applied to the men left back.

Q) After you got on the hilltop, there were several wounded men to claim your care?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) How long were you in taking care of them?

A) I don’t know - a very short time. Seven or eight fell off their horses, some were wounded badly and some not so seriously. I bandaged them up pretty quick.

Q) Did you have time to observe the movements and behavior of Major Reno during that time?

A) While attending to the wounded, I did not notice him.

Q) Might he not then have been giving directions without your knowing it?

A) He might.

Q) Did you see or hear him send Lieutenant Hare back to hurry up the pack train?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did you see him send Lieutenant Hare with an order to Captain Weir to move down the river?

A) No, sir [more intrusion into the record. Gilbert might as well have asked if Porter had seen Reno capture Sitting Bull single-handedly].

Q) You spoke of not seeing him on the night of the 25th except on one occasion. Where were you?

A) I was attending the wounded men in a hospital we had.

Q) How often did you see him, if at all, on the night of the 25th?

A) I think I saw him that evening, once.

Q) No more than once?

A) That is all I remember, I might have seen him more.

Q) You were attending to the wounded in [the] hospital?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Do you remember seeing Major Reno several times at the hospital?

A) I don’t remember his coming at all.

Q) Are you sure he did not?

A) No, sir.

Q) Where were you when Captain Weir moved in the direction of “B”?

A) I was right there in the vicinity, I don’t know where. I went into a ravine to see Dr. DeWolf and get his pocketbook and some things he had on his person. He was killed there. I was there a few minutes. I think Captain Weir was moving out then, or coming back. I don’t remember much about it.

Q) Did you see the point which the company of Captain Weir reached?

A) I don’t know whether I saw him at the furthest point or not. My opinion is he went out half a mile or a mile.

Q) Are you sure he did not go farther?

A) No, he might have gone 2 or 3 miles.

Q) Were you always so cool during that engagement that you could observe matters that were being done on all sides?

A) I don’t suppose I could take in everything.

Q) Were you cool during the entire fight in the timber?

A) I was moderately cool. I expect I was a little excited, most all were.

Q) Were you not so excited that you could not see and properly estimate many things that were being done?

A) I don’t think my judgment was very much out of the way. I was not so flurried as that.

Q) Did you ever say you were so frightened or badly scared that you did not see a great many things?

A) I have said when I was on the run I was frightened. When I found I was alone, I let my horse go, and I was frightened.

Q) Did you ever say you were frightened during any other part of that two days battle?

A) I think I have. I know I was.

Q) Have you not said you were so badly frightened you were unable to see many things?

A) I don’t know that I have.

Q) Have you not used words that bear about the same meaning?

A) I don’t know that I have. I have always said I was frightened.

Q) Have you made a remark to Lieutenant Maguire in substance like the question I have asked you, about being so badly scared or frightened, that you did not attend very much to what was going on around you?

A) I perhaps said I was pretty badly frightened going out of the woods to the river.

Q) Do you know whether you did or not?

A) I do not. I know I said so to many persons in talking about it.

Q) Was that the only point at which you confessed to being frightened?

A) No, sir. I was probably some frightened on the hill.

Q) Were you, not being a military man, so badly frightened at points during those different engagements that you did not fully observe what was being done by Major Reno and many other officers?

A) No, sir. I observed everything that was going on, that came under my observation.

Q) You do not think your judgment was obscured by your fears in respect to those matters?

A) No, sir, I don’t think it was.

Q) Where was Captain Moylan when the command moved back from the timber to the river?

A) I don’t know, I don’t remember having seen him.

Q) Where was the wounded man you gave attention to?

A) In the woods, a little ways from the edge.

Q) In what direction?

A) Towards the village, downstream a little.

Q) Who was he?

A) I don’t know.

Q) How long were you with him?

A) A few minutes.

Q) Did you find him, or was your attention called to him?

A) My attention was called to him.

Q) Where were you with respect to the wounded man when you heard Major Reno say he was going to get out of the timber?

A) I was right near him. My attention was called to him at the time. He was in that vicinity.

Q) How long was it after you entered the timber?

A) A few minutes.

Q) Were you in the rear of the column when you started across the river?

A) Yes, sir. They were all leaving the woods, and I thought I was about the last one, but there may have been more that I did not see.

Q) How much of the column had crossed the river when you reached it?

A) I don’t know - part had.

Q) Much or little?

A) I don’t know - some were across and some were behind. Some came across after I did.

Q) Was the greater part across before you got to the river?

A) I don’t know whether it was or not.

Q) If you had to select a crossing for that command, having in view all the circumstances under which they were placed, could you have found a better place than that at which the command did cross?

A) It was a good crossing.

Q) Was it not the very best that could be found under the circumstances?

A) I guess it was the best in that vicinity.

Q) What number of Indians, if any, do you place between “A” where the column crossed going to the timber, and the column itself on its way back to the river?

A) They were mixed up with the troops to the right and rear so that I can not tell. I think there were two or three hundred.

Q) Are you accurate in your estimate of the number of Indians in front of the skirmish line, at the time it was deployed?

A) No, sir. It is an opinion - it seemed about that many.

Q) Do you accurately fix the number of Indians in front of the command at the time it went in the timber?

A) I don’t accurately fix them at any time.

Q) What is your best judgment of the number of Indians in front of the column about the time it prepared to leave the timber?

A) I don’t know. I did not see them.

Q) Have you any judgment to give about that?

A) No, sir. I suppose the Indians fighting them came out around them when they came out. I should say there were 200 or 300 fighting them, when I came out.

Q) Do you remember the length of time the horses had been in motion, from the time they had started on that expedition, say from the 22nd of June till you crossed that ford?

A) I know pretty near how many miles were made each day.

Q) Have you heard the statements of other witnesses on that subject?

A) I expect I have.

Q) Does your recollection agree with theirs?

A) Yes, sir, about the same.

Q) About what is the total?

A) I should say about a hundred miles.

Q) Was the character of the country even or rough?

A) Up the Rosebud it was in the valley a good deal of the way - we went over some rough ground.

Q) Was the grazing good or bad?

A) Pretty fair.

Q) For the entire command, or just you own horse?

A) I was looking out for my own horse. I would take him out some distance to get good grazing.

Q) You had better opportunities to graze your horse than the horses of the column?

A) Yes, sir. I looked out for him myself, and others did not, perhaps.

Q) Do you know whether immediately before that command started on that expedition, Major Reno had six companies of the 7th Cavalry on a scout up the Rosebud?

A) Yes, sir, I was with him on that trip.

Q) How long did it last?

A) I don’t remember - several days.

Q) How long after he returned till the command started on this expedition?

A) I don’t remember that.

Q) Was it more than a day?

A) My impression is it was a day or two, I can’t tell. We came in and lay in camp a short time.

Q) Those horses you think were fresh?

A) I think they were in good condition for cavalry horses. I have seen times when horses would play out in a day or two. These were in pretty good order.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) You have stated, in your examination by Major Reno, something about a charge downstream, describe what that was.

A) We were riding down there to meet the Indians. He was not charging anybody in particular, more that we were riding towards the Indians, expecting to charge them.

Q) Do you mean a charge, or that the men were riding fast?

A) They were riding down to meet the Indians.

Q) At the time the command was halted, was it opposed at that instant by any force of Indians?

A) No, sir. A few shots were fired just then.

Q) Did you see any Indians in the timber where Major Reno’s command was placed?

A) No, sir.

Q) Was there any firing in the timber? What I mean is, was there any firing as if from someone in the timber?

A) No, it seemed to come from outside of the timber.

Q) State if Major Reno saw that wounded man there in the timber.

A) I don’t know whether he did or not.

Q) Were you attending to the wounded man or not, when Major Reno spoke to you?

A) I was just preparing to. He did not speak to me. I heard him make the remark.

Q) State whether or not any men were left in the woods. State from any subsequent facts that came to your knowledge - I mean live men, scouts or others.

A) I did not know at the time. I did not suppose there were any.

Q) You have stated that you were under a certain amount of excitement there, and in the woods. State what occasioned that excitement.

A) I was not particularly excited till I came out of the woods, and saw that I was in a pretty bad fix. I did not want to go back, and there were Indians between us and the command, and seemed to be driving the troops, and I did not know where they were going. Things looked scary, and I was frightened, and I put spurs to my horse and let him go, and made pretty good time.

Q) Did you see the Indian village move away on the 26th? Was your attention attracted to it, if so, by whom?

A) Yes, sir. About 4 o’clock in the afternoon of the 26th, the firing ceased all together. Before that it had got less and less. A short time after it ceased, I could see the Indians moving away.

Q) Describe that movement, the length and width of the moving Indians, the length of time it was passing, and state, from any facts, your estimate of the number of Indians in the moving column.

A) There was a large body of Indians and ponies. It seemed to be a mile or two long. I judge there were two or three thousand, maybe four or five thousand Indians, men, women and children.

Q) Did the whole camp move out at that time?

A) Yes, sir, I believe it did.

Q) How wide did that moving mass seem to be?

A) They stretched out from 4 or 5 wide to probably a sixteenth or a quarter of a mile or wider.

Q) How far was it away when you saw it?

A) Two or three miles, I judge.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) Are you accustomed to estimating the number of men in a body?

A) No, sir, that estimate is my own opinion, guesswork.

Q) What were the figures you gave as representing the number of persons moving out?

A) I said several thousand, 5 or 6, or there might have been 7 or 8 thousand.

Q) If there were several thousand, what number of fighting men would there have been?

A) I don’t know. I understand a buck represents about 5 persons.

Q) Then several thousand would represent about 500 bucks - that would not be a very formidable array?

A) They proved pretty formidable to us.

Q) How far were they away when moving out?

A) Two or 3 miles.

Q) Did you report to Major Reno the wounded man left in the woods?

A) I don’t think I did.

Q) Was it not your duty to do so?

A) I don’t know that it was. I think he knew it as well as I did. If it was my duty, I neglected it.

Q) Are you sure he saw that man?

A) No, sir. But everybody knew there were officers and men killed during that stampede. He knew it as well as I did.

When his testimony was being read back for verification the next day, Doctor Porter wished his evidence regarding the number of Indians to be amended as follows: “The idea I wish to convey, as to the number of Indians, is that there were two or three thousand warriors, and three or four times as many people, perhaps five times as many.”

[CN] 3.89
 [CT] DR. HENRY PORTER: ACCOUNT FROM THE ST. PAUL PIONEER PRESS, MAY 3, 1878

The following account appeared in the Saint Paul Pioneer Press on 3 May 1878 and was written by one M.E. Terry on 2 May 1878. It purports to be the result of an interview with Dr. Henry R. Porter, who was with Reno in the valley and hilltop fights and was the sole surviving medical officer with the regiment. Porter did yeoman service, especially on the hill and deserves all the praise that was subsequently heaped upon him. His testimony at the Reno Court of Inquiry is often looked at with a jaundiced eye these days, by those who tend to view civilian testimony as next to worthless. Such was also the case in 1879, when Reno’s counsel tried to cast doubts on Porter’s evidence by pointing out to the officers of the court that he was not an officer of the Army.

In any event, Porter was hardly a Reno acolyte and had plenty of adverse information to present to the court – and since he was there and most of his critics were not, what he had to say deserves careful consideration.

The Pioneer Press article is presented without editing or commentary. Porter’s testimony is reproduced in Appendix 3.88 [see also Appendix 5.17]. 

Bismarck, D. T., May 2, 1878. - There are heroes in exile. I so thought the other day when I met Dr. H. R. Porter, and heard the story of his experience in a fight that stands alone in the history of Indian warfare. There are great men outside of books. There are brave men in the ranks. My hero at the last hour insisted upon joining the command that left Fort A. Lincoln In the spring of I 876 upon that fatal search for the hostile Sioux. He had applied to Gen. Terry for a position as contract surgeon, and had been referred by that officer to the chief surgeon of the department at St. Paul. He received a telegraphic response that the detail was full. The expedition was ready to move when Gen. Terry assumed the responsibility of employing Dr. Porter. A letter of inquiry was afterwards received at Lincoln from the surgeon at headquarters, but Dr. Porter never saw it, and the author was glad he didn’t. On the 25th of June, a day of scarlet in our army’s record of sacrifice, Porter was with Reno. He was with him when the detachment under his command crossed the Little Big Horn and took a position in a clump of woods. Porter describes that position in the woods as a strong one, and not within the power of the whole Indian army to take. The enemy loomed up in every direction in front. The numbers were more than Reno’s head could stand. It began to swim, and on a thoroughbred Kentucky racer Reno started for the river. He sped like an arrow. The battalion followed. In the flight Capt. McIntosh fell, and Charley Reynolds, the scout that Custer loved. Porter was by the side of a dying soldier. His orderly and supplies were gone, and the command was off several hundred yards. He was alone. Bullets were pruning the trees, and a terrific yell was sounding the alarm of universal death. Porter left his lost patient and led his horse to the embankment that protected the woods. He was startled by Indians dashing by him within ten feet. They were rushing along the foot of the little bluff. Their aim was so direct in the line of the flying battalion that Porter’s presence was unnoticed. He was unarmed, and his powerful black horse reared and plunged as if he was mad. Porter saw the fate that was in the immediate future, if that horse escaped before he was on his back. He held on with superhuman strength. He could hold him, but that was all. To gain the saddle seemed a forlorn hope. Leap after leap, with the horse quicker than he. It was a brief ordeal, but in the face of death it was a terrible one. One supreme effort, and half in his saddle the dusky charger bore away his master like the wind. He gained the full seat, and lying close upon his savior’s neck was running a gauntlet where the chances of death were a thousand to one; The Indians were quick to see the lone rider, and a storm of leadened hail fell around him. He had no control of his horse. It was only a half mile dash, but it was a wild one. The horse was frenzied.

He reached the river in a minute and rushed up the bluff where Reno had gone and was then recovering himself. The horse and rider were safe. It was destiny. Porter’s first remark to the officers: “Pretty badly demoralized.” “No,” answered Reno, “It was a charge.” Porter took the hint, but it was a charge different from any he had ever seen or read of. It was a stampede and by a lucky coincidence all, who escaped alive, crossed the river at a point where they could reach the top of the bluff. Another coincidence would have carried the two hundred into the river with an impassable barrier of earth in front of them and “Hell and a thousand devils” behind them. It was destiny. Benteen and his hundred men soon Joined Reno, and then it was the superior man who commanded, and inspired hope, when there was no hope. Porter’s associate was killed and he was alone. The afternoon of the 25th, all night, throughout the 26th, the night of that date until the forenoon of the 27th, Porter worked as few men are ever called upon to work. He had no idea that he would get out alive and believed every man around him was doomed. Still he was the same cool and skillful surgeon that he is today. He had a duty to perform that seldom falls to a man of twenty-six, and yet be performed it nobly. He was surrounded by the dead, dying, and wounded. Men were crying for water, for help, for relief, for life. For twenty-hours there was no water. The sun was blazing hot, the dead horses were sickening, the air heavy with a hundred smells, the bullets thick, the men falling, the bluffs for miles black with the jubilant savages. The work of the others was not like Porter’s. He must know no fear, no trembling, and no rest. He had every agonizing sight before his eyes. The afternoon of the 26th, when the Indians ceased their firing and began to move off, there were around Porter on the ground, fifty dead and fifty wounded. One in every three was either killed or maimed. I know little of hospital history, but I doubt if there is much that overshadows Porter’s experience upon the bluff overlooking the Little Big Horn. If I had the genius of Buchanan Reed, I would weave it into a song more heroic than Sheridan’s Ride. With the disappearance of the Indians there was only a cessation of the firing. The dread of the heretofore accepted alternative was not ended. The movement of the Indians was believed to be for bloodier mischief. There was a temporary advantage at least in the change. Water was brought, and the wounded placed in a more comfortable position. The wonder was what the red devil was going to do. It was evident that he was not seriously crippled, and his disappearance was a mystery. The inquiry for Custer was loud, and that general’s court-martial was freely speculated upon. The forenoon of the twenty-seventh brought Terry. There was a flood of light. The reader knows it all. Custer had been summoned to a court not of earth.

The steamer Far West was moored at the mouth of the Little Big Horn. She was the supply boat of the expedition and had made her way up the Big Horn farther than any other boat. She had performed one exploit unprecedented in western river navigation in reaching the mouth of the Little Big Horn, and was ready to perform another unequaled in steam-boating in the West. The wounded were carried on board the steamer and Dr. Porter was detailed to go down with them. Terry’s Adjutant General, Col. Ed. Smith, was sent along with the official dispatches and a hundred other messages. He had a traveling bag full of telegrams for the Bismarck office. Capt. Grant Marsh, of Yankton, was in command of the Far West. He put everything in the completest order and took on a large amount of fuel. He received orders to reach Bismarck as soon as possible. He understood his instructions literally, and never did a river man obey them more conscientiously. On the evening of the third of July the steamer weighed anchor. In a few minutes the Far West, so fittingly named, was under full head of steam. It was a strange land, and an unknown river. What a cargo on that steamer! What news for the country! What a story to carry to the government, to Fort Lincoln, to the widows!

It was rushing from a field of havoc to a nation of mourners. The steamer Far West never received the credit due her. Neither has the gallant Marsh. Nor the pilots, David Campbell and John Johnson. Marsh, too, acted as pilot. It required all their endurance and skill. They proved the men for the emergency. The engineer, whose name is not known to me, did his duty. Every one of the crew is entitled to the same acknowledgment. They felt no sacrifice was too great upon that journey, and in behalf of the wounded heroes. A very moderate imagination can picture the scene upon that floating hospital.

There were wounds of every character, and men more dead than alive. The suffering was not terminated with the removal from the field to the boiler deck. It continued and ended in death more than once before Fort Lincoln was hailed. Here again the son of N. Y. Mills, of the Empire State, was tested. Porter watched for fifty-four hours. He stood the test. The Big Horn river is full of islands and a successful passage even on the bosom of a “June rise” is not an easy feat. The Far West would take a shoot on this or that side of an island as the quick judgment of the pilot would dictate. It is no river in the eastern sense of that word. It is only a creek. A steamboat moving as fast as a railway train in a narrow, winding stream is not a pleasure. It was no pleasant sensation to be dashing straight at a headland, and the pilot the only power to save. Occasionally the bank would be touched and the men would topple over like ten pins. It was a reminder what the result would be if a snag was struck. Down the Big Horn the heroine went, missing islands; snags and shore. It was a thrilling voyage. The rate of speed was unrivaled in the annals of boating. Into the Yellowstone the staunch craft shot, and down that sealed river to pilots she made over twenty miles an hour. The bold captain was taking chances but he scarcely thought of them. He was under flying orders. Lives were at stake. His engineer was instructed to keep up stream at the highest pitch. Once, the gauge marked a pressure that turned his cool head and made every nerve in his powerful frame quiver. The crisis passed and the Far West escaped a fate more terrible than Custer’s. Once a stop was made and a shallow grave explained the reason. He still rests in that lone spot. Down the swift Yellowstone like shooting the Lachine rapids, every mile a repetition of the former! From the Yellowstone into the broad Missouri, and then there was clear sailing. There was a deeper and wider channel and more confidence. A few minutes were lost at Buford. Everybody at the fort was beside himself. The boat was crowded with inquirers, and their inquiries were not half answered when the steamer was away. At Bethold a wounded scout was put off, and at Fort Stevenson a brief stop to tell in a word what had happened. There was no difference in the speed from Stevenson to Bismarck. The same desperate rate was kept up to the end. They were approaching home with something of that feeling which always moves the human heart. At 11 o’clock on the night of the 5th of July they reached Bismarck and Fort A. Lincoln. One thousand miles in fifty four hours, was the proud record. You have Capt. Marsh’s challenge to produce a duplicate.

Dr. Porter and Col. Smith hurried from the landing up town, calling up the editor of the Tribune and the telegraph operator. The latter, J. M. Carnahan, took his seat at the key next morning and scarcely raised himself from the chair for twenty-two hours. He, too, was plucky, and what he sent vibrating around the world is history.

[CN] 3.90
 [CT] RAIN-IN-THE-FACE, HUNKPAPA: PERSONAL STORY AS TOLD TO W. KENT THOMAS, AUGUST 12, 1894, APPEARING IN OUTDOOR LIFE, MARCH 1903

The following account purported to have been given by the Hunkpapa, Rain-in-the-Face in 1894, originally appeared on ‘Outdoor Life’ for March 1903, as part of a larger article by W. Kent Thomas. The translator was Harry McLaughlin. The story was given when the warrior was a member of the Buffalo Bill Cody Wild West Show and the troupe was appearing at Coney Island, New York.

According to Thomas, Rain-in-the-Face was slightly drunk at the time, or at least had his tongue loosened by alcohol, so there is no telling how much of the story can be readily believed. It is, however, the only account ascribed to this noted warrior who was alleged to have threatened to cut out the heart of Tom Custer and eat it. Given the description of the condition of Tom’s body when it was found, there are many who believe that he did exactly what he had threatened to do. Longfellow, in his epic “The Revenge of Rain-in-the-Face” tells us that it was Armstrong’s heart that he cut out and held aloft. It is conceivable that this story is as much fantasy as was Longfellow’s poem.

The story has been edited slightly, but nothing of any historical importance has been omitted. 

Thomas prefaced the narrative by saying: “Now, since nearly all the officers in the Regular Army, as well as all the agents of the Interior Department, have failed to get him even to speak of this fight (their trying, coaxing, and threatening for years have been in vain), and since Rain gets the credit of being the slayer of Custer, and has since been immortalized in verse by Longfellow, it was a pleasant surprise to have this unexpected revelation. I am writing it down as nearly like McLaughlin interpreted it as I can.”

…One morning I saw the sutler and a horse medicine man go out to a spring; Long Yellow Hair and his men were riding back about 100 yards. I rushed up and shot the sutler and brained the horse medicine man with my war club; then I shot them full of arrows and cut off some buttons. Long Yellow Hair heard the shot and his troop charged back. I didn’t have time to scalp the men I got. I jumped on my pony and yelled at them to catch me. They chased me to the Cannon Ball. Charlie Reynolds knew me and told Long Yellow Hair who did this brave deed.

Next winter I went to the agency store at Standing Rock. I drew no rations - I hadn’t signed the paper. Isokscha was running the store then. I wasn’t afraid of any of them. Little Hair [Tom Custer] had thirty long swords there. He slipped up behind me like a squaw, when my back was turned. They all piled on me at once; they threw me in a sick wagon and held me down till they got me to the guard-room at Lincoln.

I was treated like a squaw, not a chief…Once Little Hair let me out and the long swords told me to run. I knew they wanted to shoot me in the back. I told Little Hair that I would get away some time; I wasn’t ready then; when I did, I would cut out his heart and eat it. I was chained to a white man. One night we got away. They fired at us, but we ran and hid on the bank of the Hart river in the brush. The white man cut the chains with a knife. They caught him the next day.

I rejoined sitting Bull and Gall. They were afraid to come and get me there. I sent Little Hair a picture, on a piece of buffalo skin, of a bloody heart. He knew I didn’t forget my vow. The next time I saw Little Hair, ugh! I got his heart. I have said all:

[One witness then showed Rain a sketch he had done of “Custer’s Last Charge”, and asked if the fight had looked anything like the sketch].

No. This picture is a lie. These long swords have swords - they never fought us with swords, but with guns and revolvers. These men are on ponies - they fought us on foot, and every fourth man held the others’ horses. That’s always their way of fighting. We tie ourselves onto our ponies and fight in a circle. These people are not dressed as we dress in a fight. They look like agency Indians we strip naked and have ourselves and our ponies painted. This picture gives us bows and arrows. We were better armed than the long swords. Their guns wouldn’t shoot but once - the thing wouldn’t throw out the empty cartridge shells…When we found they could not shoot we saved our bullets by knocking the long swords over with our war clubs - it was just like killing sheep. Some of them got on their knees and begged; we spared none…

We knew they made a mistake when they separated. Gall took most of the Indians up the river to come in between them and cut them off. When we saw the Ree scouts had stayed back with Long Yellow Hair, we were glad. We saw them trotting along, and let them come in over the bluffs. Some of our young men went up the gully which they had crossed and cut them off from behind.

Then we showed our line in front, and the long swords charged. They reeled under our fire and started to fall back. Our young men behind them opened fire. Then we saw some officers talking and pointing. Don’t know who they were, for they all looked alike. I didn’t see Long Yellow Hair…We heard the Rees singing their death song - they knew we had them. All dismounted, and every fourth man held the others’ ponies. We then closed all around them. We rushed like a wave…and shot the pony holders and stampeded the ponies by waving our blankets in their faces…

I had sung the war song, I had smelt the powder smoke. My heart was bad…I rushed in and took their flag. My pony fell dead as I took it…I jumped up and brained the long sword flag-man with my war club, and ran back to our line with the flag.

The long sword’s blood and brains splashed in my face. It felt hot, and blood ran in my mouth. I could taste it. I was mad. I got a fresh pony and rushed back, shooting, cutting, and slashing. This pony was shot, and I got another.

This time I saw Little Hair. I remembered my vow. I was crazy; I feared nothing. I knew nothing would hurt me, for I had my white weasel-tail charm on…I don’t know how many I killed to get at him. He knew me. I laughed at him and yelled at him. I saw his mouth move, but there was so much noise I couldn’t hear his voice. He was afraid.

When I got near enough I shot him with my revolver. My gun was gone, I don’t know where. I leaped from my pony and cut out his heart and bit a piece out of it and spit it in his face. I got back on my pony and rode off shaking it. I was satisfied and sick of fighting; I didn’t scalp him…

It is very tempting to believe this dramatic account from one of the (at least afterward) prominent players in the drama, but there is too much in it that smacks of theatrics and a few details that tend to give the lie to the story. This is not meant to imply that it was Rain-in-the-Face who was the liar. I have my doubts that Rain ever related any of this to Mr. Thomas, or to anyone else, in this form, in 1894 or any other time.

For one thing, he has the Rees singing their death songs once they knew “we had them” when in fact there were no Rees or any other Indians with Custer’s command in the big fight on the ridges above the Little Horn. Rain-in-the-Face would not only have known that at the time, but would have heard that confirmed many times since the battle. He was not an old man in 1894, so there is no chance that his memory played tricks on him.

Rain also has the Indians move away to the north when Terry’s approach was reported (in a portion of the account not reproduced), when it was in the exactly opposite direction that they moved. There is altogether too much that cannot be swallowed in this tale to give it any credence.

We also have the statements of several witnesses, most notably Captain Benteen and Dr. Porter, to the effect that, although Tom Custer’s body was violently mutilated (he had been disemboweled, most of his scalp had been torn off and his skull had been crushed), there was no truth to the story that his heart had been cut out.

One of the most telling statements might well be one made by Thomas himself, in his preamble to the account. Speaking of Rain, he wrote: “His knowledge of English is confined to about thirty words, but he can’t say them so anyone can understand him.”

[CN] 3.91
 [CT] RED BEAR, ARIKARA SCOUT: NARRATIVES OF FROM THE ARIKARA NARRATIVE AND FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH WALTER MASON CAMP, JULY 22, 1912

Red Bear, not to be confused with Red Foolish Bear, was also known as Good Elk. He accompanied Reno’s battalion into the valley, went in on the charge and fought on the skirmish line. He did not however, stay with the troops until the bitter end, as his own story will illustrate. Although his interview with Walter Camp was extremely short and contributes nothing of importance, it has one item of interest - one of the many statements attributed to Custer indicating that he expected a hard fight which he himself might not survive.

I have kept my editing to a minimum and have added commentary only where I considered it necessary.

FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH WALTER CAMP 22 JULY 1912.

Red Bear carried mail to the column from Fort Lincoln, arriving three days before the big snowstorm of June 1st. His horse gave out along the way.

…We arrived at Custer’s camp, and Custer said he appreciated what I had done very much. He said he had heard I had lost a horse, and if he lived long enough he would see that I got paid for it…

FROM THE ARIKARA NARRATIVE

Custer had ordered the charge and he also gave them orders to take the Dakota horses. The scouts charged down the dry run, and when Red Bear came to the lone tepee, the other scouts were riding around it…Custer rode up with Gerard and the latter called out to them:

“You were supposed to go right on in to the Sioux village.” While the scouts were examining the lone tepee, Custer…overtook them and said by words and signs: “I told you to dash on and stop for nothing. You have disobeyed me. Move to one side and let the soldiers pass you in the charge. If any man of you is not brave, I will take away his weapons and make a woman of him.” One of the scouts cried out: “Tell him if he does the same to all his white soldiers who are not so brave as we are, it will take him a very long time indeed.” The scouts all laughed at this and said by signs that they were hungry for the battle. They rode on ahead at this, but Red Bear noticed that Custer turned off to the right with his men about fifty yards beyond the lone tepee. Gerard rode on with the scouts here. Young Hawk, Goose, Black Fox, Red Star [White Calf, Strike Bear], Strikes Two, Bloody Knife, Little Sioux, Bob-tailed Bull were with him, also Forked Horn, Red-Foolish-Bear, Boy Chief [Black Calf], Little Brave and One Feather. They rode hard, charging down to the Little Big Horn and, after crossing it, they were near the camp of the Dakotas. When they got across they separated again. Six of the scouts turned off to the right sharply, where the Dakota horses were by the timber. Boy Chief and Red Star were ahead, then followed Strikes Two, Black Fox, Little Sioux and One Feather. The other party led by Bloody Knife went on toward the point of the Dakota camp. Bloody Knife was far ahead and he brought back three horses…calling out: “Someone take these horses back to the hill. One of them is for me.” Red Bear did not see Bloody Knife because of the dust, but he heard afterwards who it was. In this party were Bloody Knife, Young Hawk, Goose, Forked Horn, Little Brave, Red Bear, Bob-tailed Bull, and the two Crow scouts [Half Yellow Face and White Swan]. “Now we all came to the point of the Sioux camp, the guns began to go off and we got off our horses and began to shoot.” The Dakotas were shooting at them from the bluffs or hills, lying down out of sight. At this time no one was riding around on horseback. They were less than a quarter of a mile off [from the village] when they dismounted to fire. Forked Horn was at the point of timber at one side and called out: “Come on this side.” At the ford as they crossed down to the Dakota village, the soldiers caught up with the scouts, and the scouts crossed more at the left and Red Bear saw at his right the soldiers stringing across the river. All was excitement and confusion at this point, he recognized no white soldier or officer. When Bloody Knife called out about the horses, the soldiers had not yet dismounted, but they were all there with the scouts. The soldiers were dismounting when Forked Horn called out and Red Bear mounted and rode to him…he saw Little Brave riding from the timber and he said that he had heard from the yelling at the Dakota camp…that they were about to charge, and that they had better mount and ride back to timber and then across the river. They started to ride back and as they were going through the bushes toward the river, they received a volley from the bushes in front of them just across the Little Big Horn. The Dakotas were in ambush there without horses. At this the scouts doubled back…When they rode toward the river, they saw a great mass of Dakota horsemen between the ridge [to the west] and the river, riding toward the ford, yelling and firing…somewhere ahead he saw dimly someone riding. Just then he saw ten soldiers on horseback in full retreat toward the timber. At this point there was a deep cut and the horses of the soldiers fell into it and he heard the soldiers calling out, “Whoa, whoa”…he left the soldiers floundering there with their horses…His horse stumbled and threw him off…then ran on toward the river and Red Bear chased him. It was an open place here, a few trees and many rose bushes. A long, dry limb caught in the side of the bridle and dragged behind the horse, and stopped him so that Red Bear could catch him… Because he could use only his left hand, he could not stop the horse very well, for he still held his gun in his right hand. Then he saw a Dakota riding toward him up stream on his right, his face was painted, the lower half red and the upper half and forehead yellow as well as the eyes. He shot the Dakota and he fell from his horse…By this time he could hear nothing but the steady firing of guns and the shrill [eagle bone] whistles of the Dakotas…Just then, up the bank…came the horse of Bob-tailed Bull…The horse was much frightened and…Red Bear saw that the saddle was all bloody in front. Five or six soldiers were riding through the bushes at his left, having just crossed the river He did not see Little Brave again and he thought the soldiers were all killed. As he rode up to the end of the ridge, he saw many soldiers retreating. Then at their head he saw Reno, with a white handkerchief tied about his head, his mouth and beard white with foam, which dripped down, and his eyes were wild and rolling. The soldiers with Reno took Red Bear for a Dakota and aimed their guns at him, but he rode in close to Reno and struck him on the chest with his open hand, crying “Scout, scout.” Reno called out to him in reply: “The Sioux, the Sioux; where?” Red Bear pointed down over the ridge where the Dakotas were [this sounds like a rather incredible exchange - Reno had just been chased up the bluffs by the Sioux; he most certainly knew where they were]. Just then an officer with three stripes gave him some cartridges for his gun, this officer had cartridges in boxes on his arm and as he opened a box the cartridges tumbled out. As the officer gave Red Bear the cartridges, he called to him, “John, John.” They then all fired at the Dakotas higher up on the ridge without taking any aim…[it is difficult to tell at exactly what time Red Bear returned to Reno’s command. His description of the scene would seem to make it just after Reno reached the hilltop, or just after 4 p.m.; but his statement of being issued ammunition, which sounds absolutely authentic, flies in the face of Reno personnel statements to the effect that they were nearly out of ammunition, and had to wait for the packs before attempting any advance toward Custer]. Here Reno made a short halt, but he could not hold his men together, they kept falling back all the time, though quite a group stayed here. Then the Dakotas began to fall back and stop firing. The other remounted scouts now came up and formed a group with Reno’s men. Seven scouts were missing: Young Hawk, Bloody Knife, Bob-tailed Bull, Little Brave, Forked Horn, Red-Foolish-Bear, and Goose…the last he saw of Little Brave was his horse and the rider coming on at a slow trot [down on the flat]. Red Bear rode up to the top of the ridge and saw the Dakota scout, White Cloud, riding up from the river, and he told Red Bear that the Ankara scouts had driven off a number of Dakota horses, and they were to return but they had not yet come back. Then White Cloud said to Red Bear: “Let’s go where the scouts are with the horses.” White Cloud had one horse he was leading and Red Bear had picked up two where Reno had halted, and he led them. They came to a little hill and from there they saw four riders coming toward them, they…were really Crow scouts and they seemed to recognize Red Bear, and waved to him that they were friends. He stopped and called the Dakota scout back, for he recognized then the dress of the Crow Indian, red shoulders painted on a white shirt. The Crow scouts halted and then they rode together. The Crow scouts said that two of their number had been killed on the ridge and that they were going there and then would come back (the missing Crow scouts were those that escaped with Young Hawk) [Half Yellow Face and White Swan]. So the Crow scouts rode on to the ridge and Red Bear and White Cloud waited for them a long time. Then Red Bear said to White Cloud: “The Crow scouts will not return, let us go back to Reno.” They went back and found Reno with his soldiers still there. Just then the scouts who had taken fresh horses came back…after awhile the other scouts came in with a herd of captured horses, about forty in number…Where Reno was the soldiers were on higher ground, and the scouts were down the slope about ten rods off. Stabbed was riding about on horseback, making a speech [this must have been before the Weir advance, otherwise there would have been enough shooting to prohibit any horseback orations]. He said: “What are we doing now, we scouts? We ought to do what Custer told us to do if we were defeated. He told us to fall back to the Powder River…” [see Appendices 3.1, 3.67, 3.93, 3.101, 3.105/106/107 & 3.120/121 for Ree scouts’ accounts for detailed routings and timings]…They followed the old Custer trail very slowly until they were near the Tongue River and then camped …In the morning they reached and crossed the Tongue River and found the place where the soldier had been clubbed to death…they went on and reached the Powder River camp. Here they found the party led by Strikes Two [see Appendices 3.106/106/107] and a company of infantry with a wagon train. The commander was called Wearer-of-the-White-Hat, he was from Fort Buford [in fact there were five companies of infantry under command of Major Orlando Hurley Moore of the Sixth Infantry]. This officer had two interpreters, a half-breed Dakota called The Santee, and a Grosventre called Crow-Bear. They told the officer through these interpreters all that they knew about the fight. The officer called the scouts all together and told them to bring their horses. He picked out two of the best horses for the scouts who were to carry word to the officer who had gone up the Elk River [Yellowstone] on a steamboat [Terry]…

[CN] 3.92
 [CT] RED HORSE, MNICOUJOU LAKOTA: NARRATIVES OF 1877 AND 1881

Red Horse, a Mnicoujou chief, is probably best known for his pictographs of the Custer fight (which accompany his 1881 account in the Tenth Annual Report of the Bureau of American Ethnology) but his accounts of the fight are equally informative, if perhaps not so compelling as his artistic renderings. Red Horse gave two accounts, the first appearing in the report of Colonel W.H. Wood, commandant of the post at Cheyenne River Agency, dated 27 February 1877 and the second, as noted, appeared in an Annual Report of the Bureau of American Ethnology.

The stories are consistent with each other, differing mainly in the amount of detail contained and they give us a reasonably clear picture of what Red Horse saw, did, and felt. Commentary is not really necessary, except to say that many researchers believe that the officer referred to as being “the bravest man the Sioux ever fought” was Captain Thomas French, or possibly Miles Keogh. French himself believed that it was he although Red Horse gives the impression that he thinks it might have been Armstrong Custer. The description of the horse is not right for Custer, but the story of the officer later being killed by a Santee who got his horse and rode it afterward for several years does fit with some versions of Custer’s demise. Obviously too, French was not killed in the fight and his horse was a grey. I suppose that the identity of this officer, if indeed the whole incident is not an invention of Red Horse, is really not important to a study of the fights on the Little Horn but it is one of those intriguing sidelights that have done so much to keep the fights alive and fresh ever since.

We do not know the identities of the interpreters involved in either case. The first account was given to Colonel Wood and the second to Assistant Surgeon Charles E. McChesney. I have used the 1877 narrative as a base and have added parenthetically to it anything in the 1881 version which appears to be either additional or directly contradictory information. Red Horse was replying to questions in both instances, and was reporting incidents related to him, as well as personal observations.

On Greasy Grass Creek was the main camp of the hostiles at that time. I was one of the head council men in that camp. My lodge was situated in the center of the camp. The Uncpapas (Hunkpapas) Yanktonais and Santees were camped northeast of us, on the right, facing the battlefield. The Minneconjous, Sans Arcs, Two Kettles and Brules formed the center. On the left to the west were the Ogalallas and Cheyennes. [The Sioux were camped on the Little Bighorn River as follows: The lodges of the Uncpapas were pitched higher up the river under a bluff. The Santee lodges were pitched next. The Ogalalla’s lodges were pitched next. The Brule lodges were pitched next. The Minneconjou lodges were pitched next. The Sans Arc’s lodges were pitched next. The Blackfeet lodges were pitched next. The Cheyenne lodges were pitched next. A few Arikara (Araphoes) Indians were among the Sioux (being without lodges of their own). Two-Kettles, among the other Sioux (without lodges)]. On the morning of the attack myself and several [four] women were out about a mile [a short distance] from camp gathering wild turnips. Suddenly one of the women called my attention to a cloud of dust arising in the neighborhood of the camp. I soon discovered that the troops were making an attack. We ran for the camp, and when I got there I was sent for at once to come to the council lodge. I found many of the council men already there when I arrived. We had no time to consult one another as to what action we should take. We gave directions immediately for every Indian to take his horse and arms; for the women and children to mount their horses and get out of the way, and for the young men to go and meet the troops.

Among the latter was an officer who rode a horse with four white feet. The Indians have fought a great many tribes of people, and very brave ones, too, but they all say that this man was the bravest man they had ever met [fought].

I don’t know whether this man was Gen. Custer or not; some say he was. I saw this man in the fight several times, but did not see his body. It is said he was killed by a Santee, who still holds his horse. This officer wore a large-brimmed hat and a buckskin coat. He alone saved his command a number of times by turning on his horse in the rear in the retreat. In speaking of him, the Indians call him “The man who rode the horse with four white feet.” There were two men of this description, looking very much alike, both having long yellowish hair.

Some time before this fight, we were camped on the Rosebud, but we moved, crossed over, and struck a tributary of Greasy Grass Creek and went into camp on the west bank. An Indian started to go to Red Cloud agency that day, and when a few miles from camp he discovered the dust rising. He turned back and reported that a large herd of buffalo was approaching the camp. The day was very warm, and a short time after he reported this, the camp was attacked by troops, who had followed our trail down the tributary and crossed Greasy Grass Creek a little above where we did, and above the mouth of this tributary. They attacked the upper end of the camp where the Hunkpapas were. The women and children fled immediately down Greasy Grass Creek a little way and crossed over [into a ravine]. The troops set fire to the lodges. All the warriors then rallied and attacked this command in an overwhelming force, and drove them in confusion across the creek. They forced them back over a place below where they first crossed. The creek was very high and swift, and several of the troops were drowned. After driving this party back, the Indians corralled them on top of a high hill and held them there until they saw that the women and children were in danger of being taken prisoners by another party of troops (Custer’s) which just then made its appearance below. [A Sioux man came and said that a different party of soldiers had all the women and children prisoners]. The word passed among the Indians like a whirlwind, and they all started to attack this new party, leaving the troops on the hill. From this hill to the point where the troops were seen below it was open ground all the way, with the exception of the small tributary I spoke of before. While this last fight was going on, we expected all the time to be attacked in the rear by the troops we had just left, and when we found they did not come, we supposed they had used up all their ammunition. As soon as we had finished this fight [killed all the different soldiers], we all went back to massacre [kill] the troops on the hill. After skirmishing around awhile we saw the walking soldiers coming. These new troops making their appearance was the saving of the others. The Indians can’t fight walking soldiers; they are afraid of them, and so we moved away.

The attack was made on the camp about noon. The troops, it appears, were divided, one party charging right into the camp. We drove them across the creek. When we attacked the other party, we swarmed down on them and drove them in confusion. The soldiers became panic-stricken [foolish] many of them throwing down their arms and throwing up their hands [saying “Sioux, pity us; take us prisoners”]. No prisoners were taken. All were killed; none left alive even for a few minutes. These troops used very few of their cartridges. I took a gun and a couple of belts off two dead men. Out of one belt two cartridges were gone; out of the other, five. It was with the captured ammunition and arms that we fought the other body of troops. If they had all remained together they would have hurt us very bad. The party we killed made five different stands. Once we charged right in until we scattered the whole of them, fighting among them hand to hand. One band of soldiers was right in rear of us; when they charged we fell back and stood for one moment facing each other. Then the Indians got courage and started for them in a solid body. We went but a little distance, when we spread out and encircled them. All the time I could see their officers riding in front, and hear them shouting to their men. It was in this charge that most of the Indians were killed. We lost 136 killed and 160 wounded. We finished up this party right there in the ravine.

The troops up the river made the first attack skirmishing. A little while after, the fight commenced with the other troops below the village. While the latter fight was going on, we posted some Indians to prevent the command from forming a junction. Some of the young men took the clothing off the dead and dressed themselves in it. There were several among them who had citizen clothing [Among the soldiers were white men who were not soldiers]. They went up and attacked the other command that way. Both banks of the river were very steep and difficult of ascent. Many of the troops were killed while crossing. When they got on the hill, they made some kind of fighting words [The soldiers on the hill dug up the ground], and the fight was then carried on at a distance, the young men sometimes charging close up. The fight continued at long range until the walking soldiers came. There are many little incidents connected with this fight, but I don’t recollect them now. I don’t like to talk about that fight. If I hear any of my people talking about it, I always move away.

We kept moving all summer, the troops being always after us. They stopped following us near the mouth of Powder River.

Red Horse, like most Indian sources, mentions the relocation of and the danger to the women and children of the huge village. Although this point is usually overlooked or minimized by most historians, that it is a crucial component in any credible, realistic reconstruction of what occurred on Custer Field. His mention however, of there being a few Arikaras in the Sioux camp is an obvious error. The probability is that this was a mistranslation or transcription of “Arapahoe.”

Red Horse also offers a little tidbit, in his assertion that some of Custer’s troops attempted to surrender to the Sioux, but that no prisoners were taken. This statement, appearing in both of his accounts, is perfectly plausible - men facing imminent death do all sorts of things that would normally seem to be beyond belief. If true, it would certainly give the lie to the theory, based mostly on later Cheyenne stories, that Custer’s men so feared capture and torture that they committed mass suicide. In assessing Red Horse’s assertion, it must be noted that the killing of men who threw down their weapons and tried to surrender would not be something likely to endear the Lakota to the authorities and it is a statement that could just as easily have been omitted from the account.

[CN] 3.93
 [CT] RED STAR, ARIKARA SCOUT: ACCOUNT TAKEN FROM THE ARIKARA NARRATIVE

The account which follows is taken from ‘The Arikara Narrative’ and is attributed to the scout Red Star. W.A. Graham reproduced it in his Custer Myth, but could not account for the name Red Star not being shown in Varnum’s Scout Roster. Graham wrote: “It is noteworthy, and a circumstance for which no explanation is apparent, that several of the Arikara Indians whose stories appear in the ‘Arikara Narrative,’ are not identifiable by name as members of Varnum’s detachment. These, however, may in 1876 have been known by other and different names, or they may, like Bloody Knife and Bobtailed Bull, have been members of another detachment. It is impossible to say which, if either, explanation is correct.”

As mentioned earlier, in respect of some other Ree accounts, several of the scouts did change their names between the time of the Little Horn and the time of giving their stories to Orin Libby. Red Star was known as Strike Bear or Strikes the Bear at the time of the fights and his name also appears in some stories as White Calf. There is no doubt that this type of occurrence created more than a little confusion in the minds of early Custer Battle historians and it can do the same to modern day readers if they are not careful.

Red Star made smaller contributions to other portions of the Arikara Narrative, but the story reproduced here constitutes his major input. It devotes itself principally to the morning of 25 June and is a very detailed account of what transpired on the Crows Nest and shortly thereafter. It is, for example, quite a bit more detailed than Varnum’s stories and for that reason is a most valuable piece of evidence. It definitely establishes, for one thing, that Custer came down from the hill fully believing that there was a hostile village of immense strength in the valley of the Little Horn. All stories to the contrary, particularly Benteen’s assertion that Custer never believed that he was advancing toward the enemy, are thrown over by the straightforward story of this scout, which is corroborated by other accounts in this respect.

As usual, I have shown alternative names for the scouts where such appear in the literature, but I have not done much in the way of editing, except to omit some extraneous material. Comments are made where thought necessary otherwise the story stands on its own most capably:

…Crooked Horn [Forked Horn] was called to Custer’s quarters. On coming back he said to us: “Come, Black Fox, Red Foolish Bear [Foolish Bear], Strikes-the-Lodge, Red Star [Strikes-the-Bear], and Bull [Bellow]. These scouts reported at Custer’s headquarters and there they saw four ponies of the Crow scouts standing saddled. At his tent stood Custer with Gerard, and Gerard said to them: “Long Hair wants to tell you that tonight [24 June] you shall go without sleep. You are to go on ahead, you are to try to locate the Sioux camp. You are to do your best to find this camp. Travel all night, when day comes if you have not found the Sioux camp, keep on going until noon. If your search is useless by this time you are to come back to camp. These Crow Indians will be your guides for they know the country.” Just then Charley Reynolds (called by the Arikara Lucky Man) came along with his horse all saddled, he was to be their interpreter. The four Crow Indians were called by the Arikara, Big Belly [Half Yellow Face], Strikes Enemy [White Swan], Comes Leading (Man-with-Fur-Belt) [Goes Ahead], Curly Head [Curly]. Their interpreter was called Man-Wearing-Calf-Skin-Vest [Mitch Boyer], a white man, and he went along, making a party of twelve [plus Varnum, making thirteen, according to this count. Other accounts differ as to the makeup of this party]. Custer said to them: “Soon after you leave we will march on.” They started out, their horses trotted on briskly, being used to the broken country. They headed for the Custer Butte, led by the Crows, directly from their camp on the left side of the Rosebud. They stopped to smoke and one of the Crows told them by signs that by daybreak they would reach a high mountain where they could see far, from it all the hills would seem to go down flat…They came on to the foot of the mountain and the same Crow scout, the leader [Half Yellow Face], told them they had come to the mountain and they were to climb up. They climbed up and dismounted on the top nearest their camp on the Rosebud…As they reached the top they unsaddled and it was just daybreak. “I saw two of the Crow scouts climbing up on the highest peak of the hill. I had carried some coffee on my saddle to give Bob-tailed Bull the night before, I was told to give it to the Crow scouts, and I started toward them when I heard the Crows call like an owl, not loud but clear (the Sioux call this way). The scouts were all sitting together when they saw the two Crow scouts coming back from the highest point of the hill. These two scouts touched the Arikara scouts and they got up to sing the song they usually sing, but the two scouts signed to them to keep silent. One of these two Crow scouts came up to Crooked Horn and told him by signs that they had seen Dakota tepees ahead. Then all the scouts climbed up the peak to look for signs of the Dakotas. The first two Crow scouts pointed in the direction of the Dakota camp. As Crooked Horn and Red Star looked, the former said: “Look sharp, my boy, you have better eyes than I.” Red Star looked and saw a dark object and above it light smoke rising up from the Dakota tepees. It was at the upper end of the village, the tepees were hidden by the high ridge but the smoke was drawing out and up. Beyond the smoke he saw some black specks he thought were horses. Charley Reynolds looked a long time, then took out his field glasses and looked a long time. Then he put them down and nodded his head. He took a note book, sat down and wrote a note and got up, folded the paper, and handed it to Crooked Horn. Crooked Horn took it and turned to Red Star and said:

“Boy, saddle up your pony; Bull, saddle up your pony.” They had saddled up when Crooked Horn said to them: “Look, you can see the smoke of our camp.” Red Star looked and saw a cloud of smoke rising up and their way back was clear, they could follow the smoke. They started down the hill, after they were down he urged his horse on for he had the note and he paid no attention to his companion. Once in a while he looked back to see where Bull was, his horse was bad. As he came up out of the hollow he saw the sentries and he gave the call, as is the custom among Arikara (the Crow scouts use the same call on bringing a message to camp), and he also began turning his horse zig-zag back and forth as a sign that he had found the enemy. When he left camp he had told Stabbed [Stab] that if he came back with a message that they had found the Dakota camp, he would tie up his horse’s tail, as is the custom of the Arikara. The sun was just coming up when he got to camp. The sentries began to come together in groups. Stabbed came up and said: “My Son, this is no small thing you have done.” (Meaning it was a great honor to have brought such a message.) Red Star rode by Stabbed and got off and unsaddled. Stabbed turned and called out to the scout camp: “Why are you sleeping, Strikes-the-Bear (Red Star) has come back.” Bloody Knife got up at once and met Red Star and asked him if he had seen anything. He said, yes, they had found the camp. Then he saw Gerard coming up with Custer and they came where he had unsaddled. Tom Custer was there. Custer sat down on his left knee near Red Star who was squatted down with a cup of coffee. Custer signed to Red Star asking him if he had seen the Dakotas, and he answered by a sign that he had. Then Red Star handed the note to Custer, taking it from his coat, and Custer read it at once and nodded his head. By Red Star’s side was Bloody Knife and Tom Custer. Custer said to Bloody Knife by signs, referring to Tom, “Your brother, there, is frightened, his heart flutters with fear, his eyes are rolling from fright at this news of the Sioux. When we have beaten the Sioux he will then be a man.” Custer then told Red Star, through the interpreter, to saddle up at once. “We are going back to where his party are on the hill,” he said. Red Star was not through his breakfast, but he left his coffee, knocking it over with his foot, saddled up, and joined Custer. In the party were Custer, his bugler, Tom, Red Star, Gerard, Bloody Knife Bob-tailed Bull, and Little Brave [Tom Custer is not usually listed as a member of this group and in fact was not with them]. They rode hard toward the hill and Red Star heard a bugle as he left camp, blown by Custer’s bugler, who turned backward on his horse to do so. Custer asked by signs of Red Star if the distance was short, and Red Star made signs that it was. When they got to the foot of the hill, Red Star signed that this was the place. They climbed the hill, and came to the scouts. Charley Reynolds came up and he and Custer went ahead leaving the others behind. Charley Reynolds pointed where Custer was to look, and they looked for some time and then Gerard joined them.

Gerard called back to the scouts: “Custer thinks it is no Sioux camp.” Custer thought that Charley Reynolds had merely seen the white buttes of the ridge that concealed the lone tepee. Charley Reynolds then pointed again, explaining Custer’s mistake, then after another look Custer nodded that he had seen the signs of a camp. Next Charley Reynolds pulled out his field glasses and Custer looked through them at the Dakota camp and nodded his head again. Crooked Horn told Gerard to ask Custer how he would have felt if he had found two dead Dakotas at the hill. The scouts had seen six Dakota Indians after Red Star and Bull had left them. Two of them had gone over the ridge down the dry coulee and four of them had ridden into the timber at the foot of the hill. They thought the two Dakotas were planning to ambush the messengers and they wished to kill them first. They did not do so because Custer might not like it. Custer replied that it would have been all right, he would have been pleased to have found two dead Dakotas. Then the scouts sat down and one of the Crow scouts, Big Belly, got up and asked Custer through the Crow interpreter what he thought of the Dakota camp he had seen. Custer said: “This camp has not seen our army, none of their scouts has seen us.” Big Belly replied: “You say we have not been seen. These Sioux we have seen at the foot of the hill, two going one way and four the other, are good scouts, they have seen the smoke of our camp.” Custer said, speaking angrily: “I say again we have not been seen. That camp has not seen us. I am going ahead to carry out what I think. I want to wait until it is dark and then we will march, we will place our army around the Sioux camp.” Big Belly replied: “That plan is bad, it should not be carried out.” Custer said: “I have said what I propose to do. I want to wait until it is dark and then go ahead with my plan.”

Red Star as he sat listening first thought that Custer’s plan was good. The Crow scouts insisted that the Dakota scouts had already seen the army and would report its coming and that they would attack Custer’s army. They wanted him to attack at once, that day, and capture the horses of the Dakotas and leave them unable to move rapidly. Custer replied: “Yes, it shall be done as you say.” The army now came up to the foot of the hill and Custer’s party rode down and joined the troops.

Red Star’s story varies from that told by Varnum and echoed by many subsequent writers, who have Custer not seeing any evidence of a camp and not believing that a camp lies ahead. Were Custer’s decisions influenced by the Crow scouts - it seems to fly in the face of what we know of Custer, but perhaps it was reflective of the “new” Custer, who had invited input from his subordinates? Whether or not he said that he saw no tepees or ponies and did not believe that there was a village on the Little Horn, the fact remains that he thereafter acted exactly as if he did believe that there was such a village. Also as if he believed that the presence of the regiment had been detected and would be promptly reported to that same village. Then he moved to attack that village.

It is therefore, not only possible, but highly probable, that some discussion along the lines of that recounted by Red Star did take place. It is indisputable that Custer had made up his mind to attack by the time he returned to the column, which had advanced during his absence.

[CN] 3.94
 [CT] MARCUS RENO: AN UNPUBLISHED AND PERHAPS UNFINISHED MANUSCRIPT OSTENSIBLY FOUND AMONG HIS PERSONAL EFFECTS AFTER HIS DEATH

Although not credited as being very vocal concerning the fights on the Little Horn, except as regards his Court of Inquiry, Major Marcus A. Reno did leave us some small commentary on the campaign, best known in the form of correspondence to the New York Herald [Appendices 2.23 & 3.94]. Reno also gave at least two other accounts, in addition of course to his official report. These are a lengthy statement he gave to the Herald in August 1876, [see Appendix 3.94] and an apparently unpublished manuscript allegedly found among his personal effects after his death. 

Former Major, U.S.A., Marcus Albert Reno, died on 30 March 1889 in Washington, D.C. There have been numerous stories about his death; how he died a drunken derelict on the streets; how he lost his mind due to syphilis and died insane in an asylum; how he drank himself to death, a lonely discarded old man. I have even seen a story that he finally committed suicide and left a note accepting the blame for the disaster at the Little Horn. None of these tales is even partially true. Reno died following surgery for a growth on his tongue, probably a cancerous tumor, in Providence Hospital. The surgery had been performed on 19 March 1889.

Reno may have been a lonely man in his last years, but he was certainly no drunken destitute. He is now interred at Custer (Little Bighorn) Battlefield National Cemetery, his body having been removed to that site in 1967. Since he did not commit suicide, he could not leave a suicide note, but he did, apparently, leave the following unpublished manuscript of his personal account of the Little Horn campaign. This manuscript may or may not be finished. There is no real evidence that Reno ever tried to have it published, which leads me to believe that he meant to expand or revise it, and never had the chance to do so - if in fact he authored it.

Portions of the narrative have appeared before in many different places and it most definitely deserves inclusion here. I have no reason to believe that it was not written by Reno and it certainly has the ring of something that might have come from his pen. So it should, since it borrows very heavily from his official report, even including some passages lifted verbatim from that report. This is the only reason to suspect that the narrative might have been the clever invention of somebody looking for an “exclusive.”

I have edited it slightly, but again would ensure the reader that nothing of a material nature has been omitted. The final sentence gives us a clue that the account was finished shortly before the tenth anniversary of the battle.

We will take up the tale with Custer motioning Reno to cross over to the same side of Ash Creek.

…The two columns, commanded by himself and myself…were moving parallel to each other and he waved his hat for me to come to him. I did so.

He was riding a fine thoroughbred horse. He was dressed in a full suit of buckskin, with Indian fringes along the seams of his pants and of his coat sleeves. I had known Custer for a long time; as cadet at West Point and during the Civil and Indian wars, and on this particular morning, he did not wear his usual confident and cheerful air, but seemed rather depressed, as with some premonition of coming horror. What that was is now a matter of history.

I remember, as I rode back to my command, the last remark I ever made to him was - “Let us keep together.” In his jaunty way he lifted his broad brimmed hat as much as to say, “I hear you.” But alas! he did not heed me…

I assumed command of the companies assigned to me at once and proceeded to march in the direction of the Indians, without any definite instructions or orders. I saw the battalion under Benteen move off far to the left and I did not see him again until about 2:30 P.M. of that same day. At half past 12 P.M. the Adjutant gave me an order from Custer in the following words:

“Go in at as rapid a gait as you think prudent, for the village is only two and a half miles off and running away and you will be supported by the whole outfit.”

I proceeded at a fast trot until I crossed the Little Big Horn, and as soon as the battalion was in hand, I charged, supposing myself followed by Custer, with the companies under his command. For as I led the advance and was the first to be engaged and draw fire, my command was, in consequence, the one to be supported and not the one from which support could be expected.

With the Ree scouts on my left, I charged down the valley, driving the Indians, who came out to meet us, with ease before me for about three miles. It was too easy, in fact, for I soon saw that I was being drawn into some kind of a trap; I knew that these Indians could fight harder, especially as we were nearing their village, the entrance to which they certainly would not leave unopposed.

Neither Custer nor Benteen was in sight, a fact I attributed to the great clouds of dust, and as I drew nearer to the villages, the ground seemed suddenly to grow Indians; they came running towards me in swarms and from all directions…

I was soon convinced that I had at least ten to one against me and I was forced on the defensive. This I did, taking possession of a point of woods which furnished, near its edge, a shelter for the horses. Under cover of the timber, I dismounted my battalion, detailing number four of each group of “fours” to hold the horses, thus reducing our fighting force to about seventy-five men. I then deployed the companies as skirmishers, the right resting on the timber, the left extending across the valley, and our front facing the village. The Sioux now made their first attack and the firing was heavy and rapid for one hour and a half. The enemy increased so greatly in numbers that we were forced into the timber for protection, but I firmly believe that if, at that moment, all our companies had been together the Indians would have been driven from their village

Almost immediately after entering the wood, I found that we were being surrounded, and I knew that my only hope was to get out of the timber and reach some high ground. The wood was about twenty feet lower than the plain where the Indians were, and the advantage of position was theirs. I mounted my command and charged through the Reds in a solid body. As we cut our way through them, the fighting was hand to hand and it was instant death to him who fell from his saddle, or was wounded. As we dashed through them, my men were so close to the Indians that they would discharge their pistols right into the breasts of the savages, then throw them away and seize their carbines, not having time to replace their revolvers in the holsters.

The scene that ensued was such as can be seen only once in a lifetime. Our horses were on the dead run with, in many instances, two and three men on one animal. We plunged into the Little Big Horn and began the climb of the opposite bluffs. This incline was the steepest that I have ever seen either horse or mule ascend and our only way up was through a buffalo trail, worn in the banks, and only sufficiently wide to permit one man to pass at a time. In this narrow place there were necessarily much crowding and confusion and many of the men were compelled to cling to the horses’ necks and tails for support, to prevent their being trampled to death or falling back into the river. Into this mass of men and horses, the Indians poured a continuous and deadly fire…the loss of life was frightful…

As soon as my men reached the top of the bluffs, they dismounted and opened fire upon the Indians, in order to cover the ascent of their comrades, and when the remnant of my command was about me again, I quickly threw them into a line of defense, while below us, in the plain, we could see the Indians stripping, scalping and mutilating the bodies of our dead. Fortunately, at this juncture, I saw Benteen with his three companies and Captain McDougall with Company B, and the pack train, coming to us over the bluffs. Benteen informed me that he had hunted all morning for the Indians, and seeing no sign of them anywhere, he thought it best to return to the Little Big Horn valley and join the main command. He had seen nothing of Custer, but he had received from a trumpeter this order from Cooke.

“Benteen come on; big village. Be quick. Bring packs.”

He therefore hastened to the Little Big Horn, expecting to find Custer there. He now became seriously uneasy over Custer’s non-appearance and as senior officer of our united command, I sent Captain Weir, with his company from Benteen’s column to open communication with Custer; while, in the meantime, I was dismounting my men, putting my wounded under protection, had driven the horses and mules of the pack train in a depression in the hills and had placed my men along the crests of bluffs. In a very short time Captain Weir sent back word by Lieutenant Hare, that he was having a heavy fight with the Indians who surrounded him in overwhelming numbers and that he could go no farther. He was ordered to return, which he did with difficulty and he had scarcely reached our lines, when we were most furiously attacked

From one of the hills that overlooked our corral, the enemy poured in a deadly fire, killing scores of horses and mules, while many of the packers in the train were shot dead and wounded. But my men stood firm, although the fight continued with unabated fury till nine P.M…All during the night, the Indians…kept up a most fearful scalp-dance…in which many prisoners were burned at the stake.

Finally our work was completed. We had done all we could, to fortify our position…The morning of June 26 dawned about half past two A.M. and exactly at that moment, we heard the crack of two rifles…This was the signal for the beginning of a fire that I have never seen equaled…

About two P.M., the grass in the bottom was set on fire and…Evidently it was being fired for…the creation of a dense smoke, behind which they were packing and preparing to move their village tepees. Between six and seven P.M. the Indians came out from behind the clouds of smoke and dust and we had a good view of them as they filed away in the direction of the Big Horn mountains…The length of their column was fully equal to that of a large division of the Cavalry Corps of the Army of the Potomac, as I have seen it on its march.

We now thought again of Custer, of whom nothing had been heard or seen since the morning previous, when he separated his command, and we concluded that the Indians had gotten between him and us and had driven him toward the boat at the mouth of the Little Big Horn river. That he and his entire command lay dead, only a short distance from us, down the valley, did not once occur to us as being within the realm of the possible. Afterwards we found that his massacre had been accomplished before Benteen joined me on the bluffs, at about the time of my fight with the Indians in the timber, where, had I remained five moments later, I am convinced - as I was then - that my column would have shared the same awful fate…

Custer’s disaster was not the defeat of the Seventh Cavalry, who held their ground for two days, after his massacre, against a savage force outnumbering ours ten to one; and had he not separated his regiment, he and his five companies would not only have escaped their awful fate, but our united force could have whipped Sitting Bull and his entire village.

I think it was about ten A.M. that General Terry rode into my lines. He knew nothing definitely of Custer, but said that he heard from Crow scouts that the Indians had whipped Custer; but this he did not believe. He assumed command and immediately sent Benteen with his company to search for Custer and very soon our brave leader’s unfortunate fate was known to us all. I had, in this last fight, lost forty men and had sixty wounded and all day of the 27th I was employed in caring for my sufferers, getting them doctors, medicine and canvas to protect them from the scorching sun and by evening I had them moved down to General Terry’s camp. It was then too late to move my own camp, so we were compelled to remain another night on the bluffs, but fortunately during the cool night, the odor from the dead men and animals that surrounded us on all sides, was not so terrible as it had been…On the morning of the 28th at five A.M. I proceeded with my command to Custer’s battleground, where we buried the mutilated remains of all our dead comrades. The scene was beyond description. It filled us with horror and anguish. For the dead had been mutilated in the most savage manner and they lay as they had fallen, scattered in wildest confusion over the ground, in groups of two and three, or piled in an indiscriminate mass of men and horses. They had lain thus for nearly three days under the fierce heat of the sun, exposed to swarms of flies and carrion-crows and the scene was rendered even more desolate by the deep silence which seemed to hang like a weird mystery over our dead friends…

We found General Custer on the bluffs and near him lay the bodies of eleven of his officers. As a tribute to his bravery the Indians had not mutilated General Custer and he lay as if asleep; but all the other men had been most brutally mangled and had been stripped of their clothing. Many of their skulls had been crushed in, eyes had been torn from their sockets, hands, feet, arms, legs and noses had been wrenched off; many had their flesh cut in strips the entire length of their bodies and there were others whose limbs were closely perforated with bullet-holes, showing that the torture had been inflicted while the wretched victims were yet alive. There were twenty-nine enlisted men missing from this field of blood and they undoubtedly had been taken prisoners and perished at the stake, while the Indians were celebrating their scalp dance…

Lying almost at Custer’s feet was young Reed, a nephew of the General’s…Within a few feet of the General, lay his two brothers, Boston and Tom. There was in the whole army no more popular man than gallant Tom Custer. He was young, handsome, a prince of good fellows and full of that bravery that ever characterized the Custers. He had served with distinction during the war and had frequently before been engaged in Indian fights. As we approached him we were horrified to see that his body had been opened and his heart torn out. Thus I know that the revenge of Rain-in-the-Face had been at work.. Near these three brothers and their boyish nephew, lay their brother-in-law, Lieutenant Calhoun

Custer’s command was completely annihilated, not one of his men escaping, except a Crow scout - an Indian named Curley. He says that he remained with General Custer until he saw that everything was lost; then seeing a Sioux jump off his pony to kill a wounded officer, he sprang on the pony and wrapping himself in the Sioux’s blanket he effected his escape. He says that Custer’s command was entirely surrounded but that the men made a brave resistance and only succumbed to overwhelming numbers.

He also stated that during the fight, the soldiers had some trouble with their carbines, for from his hiding place he could see the men sitting down under fire, and working with their guns - a story that had confirmation in the fact that I found knives with broken blades, lying near the dead bodies on the battlefield. Curley also tells of one soldier who seeing all was lost, tried to save himself by flight and he had reached a ravine unperceived, when he was suddenly confronted by a dozen young bucks and rather than fall into their hands and be tortured, the soldier placed his revolver to his head and fired. Many Indians, too young to fight, were ordered to stampede the horses and this was effected by the youthful bucks suddenly springing up before the horses and waving their blankets before them. The horses took fright and were driven into the Indian lines and thus they gained not only numbers of fine horses, but also a large amount of ammunition that was packed in the saddles. After the fight, Curley states the squaws, old gray-haired warriors and even children came on the battleground to plunder and mutilate the dead and crush in their skulls with heavy stone mallets.

After leaving Custer’s field I went with my command over my own battleground. Here we found the waistband of Sergeant Hughes’ trousers very much stained with blood; he had been Custer’s flag bearer, and as his was among the missing bodies we concluded that he had been brought here alive and had been given a death of torture. There lay a dead cavalryman with arrows sticking in his back and his skull crushed in. One ghastly find was near the center of the field where three tepee poles were standing upright in the ground in the form of a triangle, and on top of each were inverted camp kettles while below them, on the grass, were the heads of three men whom I recognized as belonging to my command. These heads had been severed from their trunks by some very sharp instrument, as the flesh was smoothly cut and they were placed within the triangle, facing one another, in a horrible sightless stare. Their bodies were never found.

The plain was strewn with Indian ponies - some still struggling in their death agony - and horses that were branded “Seventh Cavalry” while frequently we came upon great blackened spaces in the grass which showed us where the fires had been built, in which so many of our men had perished and around which the Indians had celebrated…

After burying our dead, my next move was to go over Custer’s trail and study it. Our great mistake from the first was that we underestimated the strength of the Indians, and it was this alone which led to such disastrous results. I am convinced that, had Custer known the great force of the Sioux, he would never have divided his command. Just before he ordered me to charge the Indians, a scout came in and announced that the village was near and the Indians were “away.”

This seemed true for we could see a great cloud of dust ahead of us with mounted Sioux moving about as if greatly excited. This information must have weight with Custer and caused him to change his plan of attack; for instead of following me, as I was informed he would, his trail proved that he intended to support me by moving farther down the stream and attacking the village in flank, that thus our two commands might work toward each other.

But he found the distance to the ford greater than he imagined and it must have taken him fully three-quarters of an hour to reach it, although his trail proves that he rode rapidly. This gave the Sioux an opportunity to see and understand his maneuver and an hour to prepare for his attack, at the lower end of the village. I am convinced that until General Custer actually made his charge upon the village and rode into an ambuscade of fully two thousand Indians, he was not aware of their great strength

The point from which he made his charge was cut into deep ravines swarming with hidden foe, who poured upon him a sudden, staggering fire. Could he have gained any position, where defense was possible, he might have saved himself, but that was impossible, for he was entirely surrounded; he could not retreat and even from the very first, I assume that he must have known what the result would be.

Recognizing this, I can well believe how he and his gallant men determined to sell their lives as dearly as possible…

After much reflection I have concluded that several great blunders were the direct causes of the Custer Massacre. It is an established fact that Custer disobeyed the orders of the general in command of the expedition; for instead of waiting to meet General Gibbon and General Terry on June 26, at the Rosebud, and then cooperate with them in their concerted plan of action, as he had been directed, as soon as he struck the trail of the Indians he followed it till he came upon the Indian village on June 25.

Then without attempting to communicate with either Terry or Gibbon and without taking the trouble to ascertain the strength or position of the Indians, he divided his regiment into three separate battalions - an act which nothing can justify - and dashed against the Indians, thus recklessly driving his own and my commands into an ambuscade of five thousand Sioux.

Nor did Custer take into consideration the unfed and exhausted condition of his men and horses, and he entirely ignored the fact that the Indians were on the qui vive and ready for attack, at noon, whereas it would have been an easy matter to surprise them very early in the morning.

The only explanation for such conduct on the part of so brilliant an officer as Custer undoubtedly was, otherwise, was his great personal ambition.

He had thought himself partially disgraced because he had been superseded in command of the expedition, by General Terry, and it was well known that he was resolved, if possible, to carry off all the honors of the campaign. For, being in command of the only cavalry regiment attached to the expedition, he knew the brunt of the fighting would necessarily fall on him, and he made no secret of his intention to cut loose from Terry, where there was fighting to do and to carry on the campaign on his own hook.

Absolutely insensible to fear, he was also reckless and daring in the extreme, and driven by an intense desire to distinguish himself by some brilliant exploit he made his headlong dash to a horrible death, without the most casual regard for the maxims of military prudence,

Even now, after the lapse of nearly ten years, the horror of Custer’s battlefield is still vividly before me, and the harrowing sight of those mutilated and decomposing bodies crowning the heights upon which poor Custer fell will linger in my memory till death.

[CN] 3.95
 [CT] RENO: STATEMENT TO THE NEW YORK HERALD, AUGUST 8, 1876

The following statement of Marcus Reno appeared in the New York Herald as noted above. It followed a similar statement from Fred Benteen, which is reproduced elsewhere [see Appendix 3.3]. Reno’s statement is given here without editing and only one comment.

Most mistakes should be obvious. Reno starts his statement from the point where Benteen left off, i.e. with the company sent down the bluffs being driven back by the Indians. Reno takes up the story with the united command moving down the bluffs, continues to the arrival of Terry, and then jumps back in time to the organization of battalions.

On the return of the company and the closing up of the pack mules, which occurred about the same time, the whole command moved forward, proceeding about a mile and a half. During this time chopping shots were heard. So numerous were the masses of Indians encountered that the command was obliged to dismount and fight on foot, retiring to the point which had first been selected. It was a crest of hills which formed a depression, in which the pack mules and horses were herded, and men were put in these crests, sheltering themselves as best they could behind a growth of sage brush. This was about half past five P.M. and we had just taken up position when the Indians came on us in thousands. The fight was maintained in this position until night. About nine P.M. the Indians withdrew, and immediately the command was put to work making such rifle pits as the scanty implements at our command enabled us to do - mostly hunting knives, plates and canteens, a few axes, and three spades. We were left undisturbed until half past two in the morning of the 26th, when two sharp rifle cracks opened one of the heaviest fires I have ever witnessed, and which continued until half past nine A.M., when the fury of the attack subsided. In the meantime they fired into the herd through the opening of the valley from a hill which was beyond range of my carbines. About eight A.M. the Indians made a charge on the front defended by Colonel Benteen, one of the Indians reaching near enough to his line to touch a dead soldier with his coup stick. He will never touch another The question of obtaining water was then becoming vital for the wounded, and the water being on the front of Company H, about 600 yards distant, a skirmish line was formed under command of Colonel Benteen to protect the volunteers who went for water. Of these one was killed and six wounded. Water was obtained, and though the Indians remained annoyingly about us during the rest of the day, evidently they had been disturbed, for I saw them making a big fire in the valley, raising great clouds of dust and smoke. The fire was evidently encouraged by the Indians, and about six o’clock we saw their column come out from behind these clouds of smoke and dust on to the bluffs, moving in regular military order in the direction of the Big Horn Mountains, which were about thirty miles distant. I first thought it was the return of Custer which had started the Indians. We could not conceive the awful fate which had befallen him and his command. The question was settled next morning by General Terry riding into camp, who brought the first news of Custer’s disaster. Colonel Benteen, with his company, was at once dispatched to the battlefield, and brought us the fact of Custer’s annihilation and that he had recognized the bodies of the officers whose names have been published and who fell with Custer. When the battalions were organized I was given the command of Companies M, A and G, and was ordered to proceed at as rapid a gait as I thought prudent and afterward to charge, and that I would be supported by the whole outfit. This order was brought to me by Colonel Cooke, adjutant of the regiment. I never saw Custer again living, and the instructions embodied in these words were received from him. After Colonel Cooke gave me these instructions he rode with me for some time, as also Captain Keogh, and said, in his laughing, smiling, way, “We are all going with the advance and Miles Keogh is coming too.” My attention was then taken up with the ford which I was to cross with the companies, and I never saw either alive again. After crossing the ford I sent word to Custer that the Indians were in front and very strong, but charged on down, supposing that I was being followed by him. As I neared the village I saw Indians passing from the hill behind my left flank. I knew no support could be coming, so I dismounted and took possession of a point of woods about a half mile upstream from the village, sheltered my horses and advanced to the attack, reaching within 200 yards of the village. The Indians then came out in overwhelming numbers, and it was plain to me that the salvation of my command depended on reaching a defensive position, which was accomplished by charging through the Indians to the bluffs, where I was joined by the other companies commanded by Colonel Benteen and Captain McDougall. The ford we crossed in getting to the bluff was not the same we had passed in going to attack the village. It was in front of the bluff, and it was partially by accident that we found it. When I went into action I had only 112 men and officers of the Seventh with me and some twenty-five scouts. If I had not made the charge for the bluffs my command would undoubtedly have been annihilated as Custer’s was. The great mistake in the beginning was that we underestimated the Indian strength. The lowest computation puts the Indian strength at about 2,500, and some think there were 5,000 warriors present. The Indians are the best light cavalry in the world. I have seen pretty nearly all of them, and I do not except even the Cossacks. Among the gallant deeds in the Custer fight the splendid con- duct of Lieutenant Cooke deserves special mention. He was the last officer to fall, and he remained mounted to the last after Custer’s death. The command of the survivors fell on him, and with his small band he repeatedly charged the Indians. The Crow scout, who was the only known survivor, says that the Sioux warriors scattered time and time again before the desperate onslaught of Cooke and his handful of men, who fell at last, overwhelmed by innumerable enemies.

[CN] 3.96
 [CT] MAJOR MARCUS A. RENO: TESTIMONY AT RENO COURT OF INQUIRY, 1879

Major Marcus Reno was the subject of a court of inquiry, convened at his request, to examine his conduct during the fights on the Little Horn, particularly as to allegations of drunkenness, cowardice, and failure to exercise the duties incumbent upon a commanding officer, which latter position he was placed, by order, in the valley, and in which he found himself on the hilltop. His position during the campaign was as second-in-command of the 7th Cavalry in the field. He led six companies of the regiment on what is known as The Reno Scout and he reported the finding of the trail of the hostiles on the Rosebud. 

Reno desired to appear in his own defense and after some legal argument was allowed to do so, provided that he formally requested that he be called as a witness. This he did, in writing, and the Court then allowed him to be called by his counsel, Lyman Gilbert.

Reno’s complete testimony is given below, with my normal editing as to grammar and spellings and with notes added as felt helpful or necessary. It is very instructive to compare Reno’s testimony with that of the other officers and civilians. All of which can be found in other appendices.

After being duly sworn, Reno testified as follows:

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) State your name, rank, and official designation.

A) Marcus A. Reno, Major, 7th Cavalry U. S. Army, the headquarters of the regiment stationed at Fort Lincoln. I am accounted for on the returns of the regiment at that place.

Questions by Major Reno, through is counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) Commence from the morning of the 25th of June 1876, and describe what you did as major of the 7th Cavalry.

A) On the morning of the 25th, the Regiment was lying in some sage brush, I don’t know the time exactly, and we had something to eat there, and I remember that Captain Benteen came over to where I was. When he came over there, I discovered the column was moving. I was not consulted about any of those things.

The organization into battalions and wings had been annulled before we left the Yellowstone River. I never received any orders direct myself. I exercised the functions of what I imagined to be those of lieutenant colonel.

I was at different positions in the column, sometimes on the flanks, and sometimes in the rear. The column moved out and I followed it. I think that the next halt that we made was after we had marched some distance. It was daylight in the morning, and I was informed only that the commanding officer of the regiment had gone to the top of the mountain to make observations in regard to the Indians, which the scouts had reported in sight.

He called the officers together, and I attended of course. He said the Indian scouts had reported there was a large Indian village in view from the top of the mountain. He did not believe such himself as he had looked with his glass. He then announced that the column would be formed by companies in accordance with the manner in which they reported themselves ready and it was so done.

I still continued moving with the regiment as I had done, I suppose for 2 or 3 hours. I am not accurate as to time; I was not a company officer, and my position gave me latitude, as I was understood to belong to the field officers. We moved on down in that way. As Lieutenant Wallace states, it was about 10 o’clock when Colonel Cooke came to me and said, “The General directs you to take specific command of Companies M, A, and G.” I turned and said to him, “Is that all?” He said, “Yes” [Wallace had actually stated that it was shortly after noon, not ten o’clock].

I made no further inquiries, but moved with my column to the second ridge, and between myself and the column commanded by General Custer was a small ravine which developed further down into a tributary of the Big Horn River [actually the Little Horn]. I moved my column nearly parallel to General Custer for some time.

Previous to that, Captain Benteen had started to the left up the hill. I had no instructions in reference to him, and I asked him where he was going and what he was going to do. I don’t recollect his reply exactly, but it was to the effect that he was to drive everything before him on the hill. That was all that passed between us.

Q) How many companies did he have, and what direction did he take?

A) He had three companies, H, D, and K, and went over to the left of me, over to the hills, and was very soon out of sight.

The other two columns continued moving on opposite banks of the stream until we got down within sight of the Indian tepee that has been referred to, I can’t tell the distance. We were moving almost parallel when the commanding officer beckoned me with his hat to cross over to the bank on which he was. The crossing was a little difficult so that when I got on that side the battalion was somewhat scattered, and I was about opposite the rear of the column commanded by General Custer.

I there received an order from Lieutenant Cooke to move my command to the front. When I got up there, there was a turmoil among the Indians that were with us as scouts [the Rees]. They were stripping themselves and preparing for a fight. I afterwards understood that they would not go forward and General Custer had ordered them to give up their guns and horses [see Chapter 2].

I moved forward in accordance with the orders received from Lieutenant Cooke to the head of the column. Soon after that Lieutenant Cooke came to me and said, “General Custer directs you to take as rapid a gait as you think prudent, and charge the village afterwards, and you will be supported by the whole outfit.”

Q) Who was with you at the time?

A) My battalion adjutant, Lieutenant Hodgson was on my left and Lieutenant Wallace was on his left. He came up and said he was going with that battalion as a volunteer aide, laughing, and took his place on my left. He was not at the time on any company duty.

I took a trot, which I thought a prudent gait, and proceeded to carry out my orders. I crossed the creek and then formed my battalion with two companies in line and one in reserve. I had been a good deal in the Indian country, and I was convinced that the Indians were there in overwhelming numbers. I sent back word twice. First I sent a man who was known in army parlance as my striker, named McIlhargy to General Custer with my compliments, and to say that the Indians were in front of me and in strong force. Receiving no instructions in response to that, I sent a second time, a man named Mitchell, who was about me in the capacity of cook. They were the nearest men I could get hold of quick[ly]. That was some minutes after, and I was convinced that my opinions were correct. I still heard nothing to guide my movements, and I went on down the valley to carry out my orders.

Q) [How] did you form your companies and how did you go?

A) When that company was put in the rear, I thought the charge would be made in that shape with the two companies and I would hold the third one as a point to rally on afterwards. Proceeding further, I knew the number of Indians, and sent my adjutant to bring that company into line. The three companies were then in line-of-battle, and I was in front, I suppose near the center, perhaps a little to the right. The Indian scouts had run away, except 3 or 4, and we did not see them again until we got to Powder River, which was about 90 miles from where we were [this is an exaggeration].

Q) After you had all the companies in line, and you were in the center, what gait did you take and how far did you go?

A) We were then at a gallop. I suppose I must have been 40 paces in advance, and I could see a disposition on the part of the Indians to lead us on, and that opinion was also confirmed when a little afterwards, on advancing a little further, I could see the Indians coming out from a ravine where they evidently had hid themselves.

Q) Where do you locate that ravine?

A) I think [that] ravine, as I saw it, it was 8 or 900 yards in front of me, and on what we called the foot hills on the left bank of the river. There were straggling parties of Indians making around to my rear. I said to myself at once that I could not successfully make an offensive charge. Their numbers had thrown me on the defensive.

Q) Where was the village at that time?

A) It was stretched along down the bank of the river to my front and right. There were times going down that I could not see the village.

Q) The Indians you speak of as going to your rear were leaving the village and going to your rear, were they?

A) Yes, sir. They were coming out and going to my left and rear.

Q) When did you dismount, and how did you give that order?

A) I dismounted by telling the company officers. Lieutenant Hodgson gave the order to Company G and I gave it to Companies M and A. I gave the order to dismount and prepare to fight on foot, and their horses would be sheltered in this point of timber.

Q) At the time you gave the order to dismount, and deploy the men in skirmish line, how many Indians had you seen, and what indications had you seen as to their numbers and disposition?

A) I had an [estimate in my mind] of the number of Indians from the trails in the first place, and I saw distinctly with my own eyes 5 or 600 Indians. All the evidence through the bottom and over the trails showed there were Indians there. The dust on the trail I followed must have been from 4 to 6 inches deep, and there were several trails showing that numbers of animals had gone there.

Q) In making your estimate, did you have as one of the ingredients the fact that the Indians were circling to your rear instead of remaining in your front?

A) Yes, sir. I knew they were going there in small parties, at the same time there were many in my front.

Q) After the men were deployed in skirmish line, what did you do and what orders did you give?

A) We had been out there about 15 or 20 minutes under a pretty hot fire. I was on the line near Captain Moylan when word came to me from out of the timber that the Indians were turning our right. I left Lieutenant Hodgson, my adjutant, to bring me word what went on there, and I went with Company G to the banks of the river. I suppose there were 40 men in it. When I got there I had a good view of the tepees and I could see many scattering tepees. It was plain to me the Indians were using the woods as much as I was myself, in sheltering themselves and creeping up on me. I then rode out on the plain. There was firing there that I could hear but not see. Lieutenant Hodgson came to me and said the Indians were passing to our left and rear, and I told him to bring the skirmishers in round the horses. After going down to the river there and seeing the facilities they had, I knew I could not stay there unless I stayed forever [see other testimony and Chapter 5].

The regiment had evidently got scattered, or someone would have sent me an order, or come to aid me. And in order to secure a union of the regiment, which I thought absolutely necessary, I moved to the hill, to get where I could be seen and where I thought I could so dispose the men that they could hold their own till someone came to aid us.

Q) What amount of firing was there on that line and in the timber, before returning to the hill?

A) Among some of the men the firing was very rapid. Others fired more deliberately. It was what I call a quick fire for about 20 minutes while the line was on the plain, and they continued firing afterwards when brought to the woods there.

Q) How were the men armed, and with what amount of ammunition did they cross the river to go to the timber?

A) I did not make an inspection of the battalion when it was assigned to me, and only know from the company officers. They reported to me that the commanding officer of the regiment said that the men should have 100 rounds of ammunition, 50 on their person and 50 in their saddle bags. That was the first I knew anything about his order.

Q) At the time you were in the timber, where was the pack train?

A) I had no idea.

Q) Had you any idea where Captain Benteen was with his column?

A) Not the most remote. There was no plan communicated to us, if one existed. The subordinate commanders did not know of it.

Q) How did you come to leave the timber, with what orders and in what manner?

A) I left the timber sending orders to Captain French by Lieutenant Hodgson, and giving the order in person to Captain Moylan and Lieutenant McIntosh to mount their men and bring them to the edge of the timber where they would be formed in column-of-fours. I had no other means of accomplishing that formation except through their action.

Q) What halt was made at the edge of the timber?

A) Where Bloody Knife was shot I think. I stood some 10 minutes while the formation was going on. I had nothing to do with it. They had orders to form the men in column-of-fours out of the timber. I had made up my mind to go through those people [the hostiles] and get to the hill for the purpose I stated, to get the regiment together and such of the officers and men as did get through, I would get a chance to save them. There was no use in my staying in the timber, as I could assist no one and could make no diversion. When I left there I acted on my best judgment, and I think events proved I was right [this too is an exaggeration].

Q) Were the Indians increasing or decreasing?

A) Increasing, particularly on the right bank of the river, skipping from tree to tree, keeping themselves as much under shelter as they possibly could. They were making use of that timber for shelter as much as I possibly could, and maybe more. They were more cunning in woodcraft than the soldiers.

Q) What number of Indians were in and about the timber, within range of the command, at the time you left the timber?

A) The Indians are peculiar in their manner of fighting. They don’t go in lines or bodies, they go in parties of from 5 to 40. You see them scattering in all directions. My opinion is there were 6 or 700 there and I had a 112 men. I have since had my opinion confirmed.

Q) Before you left the timber, was it, in your judgment, your duty to communicate with the rest of the regiment, or put yourself in a place you could be communicated with?

A) Yes, sir, I thought it my duty to give those men the best chance I could to save themselves, and it was impossible to have a victory over the Indians.

Q) Did you think it your duty to do so as a military movement?

A) Yes, sir, and I took the responsibility.

Q) In what way did the command move from the timber to the river, and from there to the hilltop?

A) The column was formed so as to go through the Indians on that side. I felt sure that more or less of us would go up, we were bound to, that some of us would be hit in going through the Indians - that I would lose part of the command.

Q) What was your reason for being willing to do that?

A) That the rest might possibly save their lives from the desperate position we were placed in.

Q) What casualties did you know of in the timber at that time?

A) I saw Bloody Knife, one of the scouts, shot, and a man from M Company wounded to whom the attention of the doctor was at the time directed.

Q) Where was Bloody Knife killed?

A) Within a few feet of me. I was trying to get from him, by signs, where the Indians were going.

Q) At the time he was killed almost at your side, did you immediately dart from the glade and go out of the timber, and go on a gallop to the river?

A) No, sir. I had given orders to the company commanders to make the formation, and I went through the timber or out on the plain to satisfy myself in regard to the Indians there.

Q) Was Captain Moylan with you at the edge of the timber?

A) Yes, sir - and had already given the orders to the company commanders.

Q) Before Bloody Knife was killed?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) What was the organization of the command in the movement back to the river?

A) It was in column with A Company in front, M Company in the rear, and G Company in the center [many men of G Company were in fact left behind in the timber].

Q) What was the gait at which you moved and what was your position?

A) I was at the head of the column, and the gait was a rapid one.

Q) Why did you take that position?

A) I thought my duty was there, to see about the direction of the column, and have facilities for observing the ford and the hill on the other side, and I would be on the top of the hill to rally and reform the men [Reno had no idea that there was a ford available, other than the one at which he had first crossed].

Q) What did you do at the river when the column reached there?

A) I stopped at the river a moment. The men were crossing hurriedly, and that threw the rear of the column into some confusion. They were exposed to a heavy fire from the Indians and I lost a good many men there. The Indians had Winchester rifles, and the column made a large target for them, and they were pumping their bullets into it.

Q) You did not regard the march from the timber to the hill as a triumphant march?

A) No, sir - nor did I consider it as a retreat.

Q) After the command reached the top of the hill what was done, and by whose orders?

A) After a glance about, I thought it as good a position as I could obtain with the time at my disposal. I immediately put the command in skirmish line dismounted, a movement that was accomplished through the company commanders [see Chapter 5].

Q) At the time you left the timber, could you see Captain Benteen’s column?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did you see him?

A) No, sir.

Q) Had you any reason to expect him to unite with your command?

A) Not the most remote.

Q) How soon after you arrived on the hill did you meet him?

A) In a short time. I rode out to see him, he was not far off. I told him what I had done and I was glad to see him. He then moved his battalion up to where my battalion was. I rode up with him myself. In crossing the ford Lieutenant Hodgson, who was my adjutant and a great favorite and friend of mine, I was told had been shot With the hopes that it might be only a wound or that I might be able to do something for him, I went to the river, after Captain Benteen’s arrival, with some men I called together, but whose names I can’t remember.

Sergeant Culbertson, I remember, was one I had to go, and went to the ford. I suppose I was gone a half an hour. Captain Benteen was the senior officer in command when I went down, and he was a man in whom I had the greatest confidence.

Q) At the time you met Captain Benteen, were you informed of the order that had been sent by Lieutenant Cooke?

A) He showed it to me.

Q) What was that order?

A) It has been repeated here in Court. I can’t recollect the exact phraseology, it was to about this effect: “Benteen, come on, big village, bring packs” and then a postscript “bring packs” and signed “W. W. Cooke’ He had not time to put his official designation as adjutant.

Q) Did you get anything from Lieutenant Hodgson’s body?

A) I took a ring from his finger, and from his pocket a bunch of keys. The body had been rifled of the watch. I came back on the hill; the Indians withdrew from my front and around me, except a scattering fire.

Q) What number of wounded did you have there?

A) Ten were able to get on the hill with their horses.

Q) What was done with regard to making them comfortable?

A) All that could be done. I told Captain Moylan, to whose company the greatest number of wounded men belonged, as he was in the front coming across, I told him to take such measures as were attainable to make the men comfortable, and I knew it would be done.

Q) When you came up from examining Lieutenant Hodgson body, where was the pack train?

A) Not yet in sight. One of the men [Lieutenant Hare] was sent to it. I told him to go down to the packs, to get out some ammunition mules and get there with them as quickly as possible.

Q) What order was sent to the pack train and by whom?

A) When I had time to look around, I said to Lieutenant Hare I wanted him to act as my adjutant. I could not make myself omnipresent. I sent him to the pack train to hurry it up all he could. At that time it was not in sight.

Q) Did he return?

A) He did, and reported to me what he had done.

Q) How long after did the pack train come up?

A) I think about an hour, I am not positive. I had a watch, but I had something else to do than be looking for it.

Q) After the pack train came up, what was done?

A) Before the pack train came up, the command was put in position. It was on this hill which I thought would enable everybody to see it, and I kept it there as a nucleus about which these scattered parties could gather, till they all came together. That was the purpose for which I went there. When Lieutenant Hare returned from the pack train, I told him to go to Captain Weir who, on his own hook, had moved out his company, and tell him to communicate with General Custer if he could, and tell him where we were. I knew in what direction to send him because General Custer’s trail had been found. It was back of the position I took when I went on the hill.

Q) What was done with the main body of the troops?

A) They were kept in mind.

Q) In what direction did it march?

A) After the pack train came up, I formed the column with three companies on the left, the pack train in the middle, two companies on the right, and started down the river [this is an outright lie –see Chapter 6].

Q) How far did you go, and where were you?

A) Perhaps a mile or a mile and a half. I was at the head of the column [Reno was at the head of the column which consisted of Companies A and B, the wounded and the pack train, Benteen had already gone ahead with Companies H, K, and M]. There were skirmishers thrown out at some distance from the flanks, some men were on the river bank. I regarded Captain Weir’s company as the advance guard, and if anything came there he would check it, and give time for the other companies to get in position.

Q) Why did you not go on?

A) Lieutenant Hare came back and said he had taken the responsibility of using my name, and ordered the return of the command, on account of the number of Indians he saw. The orders were communicated to other officers in the line. Captain Weir, I was afterward told, left one of his men down there. I had been impressed with the position I first reached on the hill. I had looked at it a little, it was nearer the water than where I was; and if the companies who were thrown to the rear could hold the Indians in check, we could get there all right.

Q) By whose command did the column move down the stream and return?

A) By mine, both orders [another outright lie. Reno has already testified that Weir went out on his own responsibility and that Hare used Reno’s name to order the withdrawal. He failed to mention Benteen’s previous move down the bluffs, also without orders].

Q) Where did you go after the column halted?

A) I remained at the rear. The column was put about by fours. I thought as the Indians were coming there, I would be there so as to get the first information. I remained there, the column moving back at a walk, and after a few minutes I galloped to the head to make dispositions of the troops on their arrival. Captains French and Godfrey were sent to Captain Benteen, who gave directions to them himself while I was gone to the head.

Q) Why did you go to the head?

A) To dispose of the men on the line and make what disposition I could for the shelter of the men and horses.

Q) Who made the selection of the position?

A) I did.

Q) Why did you select it?

A) It appeared to me, in the hurried manner in which I had to select [one], that it was the best place I could get into. I knew I would have to fight the Indians dismounted, and I would give all I could do to take care of myself.

Q) After reaching that point, what disposition was made of the troops and by whose order?

A) I said to Captain Benteen: “You look out for that side and I will of the other.” I took D Company with me. I spoke to the men and told them to come with me. It was the strongest company we had, and I put that company in position, and as I had an impression at the time that the main attack would be made there, I remained there most of the time. I knew the other flank was in good hands.

Q) What reason had you for thinking the main attack would be made there?

A) From the configuration of the country, I thought the Indians would come there in greater numbers than the river side, and I never could account for why they did not come there.

Q) What time were the troops put in position there on the hill, and what time did the firing commence?

A) The horses were put together hurriedly. We had hardly time to get in line dismounted, before they came at us in large numbers [the impression given is that the warriors charged the position, which is not correct]. The men threw themselves on the ground. They had no shelter. There was no protection except a growth, not exactly of sage brush, but it was what is called “grease wood” - forming no protection whatever.

Q) When did the fire commence?

A) Immediately - as we got on the line.

Q) Can you fix the time?

A) Nothing, except that I remember the sun was high enough to enable me to see it over the hill below us, when we got in position, so that it could not have been very near the horizon.

Q) How long did the fighting continue, and with what severity?

A) It continued till dark - as long as they could see to shoot. That was the 25th of June, and we were between 46 and 47 north latitude, and that was about the longest day in the year. Twilight lasted till about 9 o’clock, that is the way I got at the duration of the fight.

Q) How severe was the firing?

A) It was a very severe fire. They had position where they could see us, and the Indian never fires by volleys, its every man for himself.

Q) During the time between 6 and 9 o’clock what, if anything, was done by yourself?

A) I went twice over the flank of D Company, and went farther on and saw the whole line. I was perfectly satisfied with the position. I knew the men could hold it, at least I thought they could, and that I had better be on the other side. I went back there and remained there during the afternoon and evening. I think I was on the left of D Company.

Q) When 9 o’clock came, did the fire slacken or not?

A) Yes, sir, they went back from our command and made a huge bonfire down in the village, by which I could see them dancing and scampering about. I didn’t know what they were doing.

Q) After 9 o’clock what did you do?

A) I went round and made other dispositions.

Q) What were they?

A) I moved some of the companies and told the company commanders to protect themselves all they could, and give themselves all the shelter they could, that they had to stay there. I remember distinctly saying a good many times that we could not leave those wounded, and we had got to stay there until some relief came, that I knew could not be long, as I knew General Terry was in the country and I was sure to get information soon [refer to B4.19 for Benteen’s story of Reno suggesting that the wounded who could not ride must be abandoned and the remnant of the regiment marched away during the night].

Q) General Terry was in what direction at that time?

A) I had been informed by one of General Terry’s staff officers that there had been a plan agreed upon between himself and General Custer to meet in the vicinity of the Little Big Horn.

Q) In what direction was he supposed to be coming?

A) Up the Little Big Horn River.

Q) Then you expected to be relieved by General Terry or by General Custer?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State whether at that time, or any time during that day, there was any belief or suspicion on your part that General Custer and his command had been destroyed?

A) Not the slightest. The men and officers were very tired, they had been hard marched. It had been harder on the men than on the horses. The men were badly in want of sleep because they had been up in the saddle. That evening the whereabouts of the commanding officer of the regiment was the subject of conversation between Captain Benteen and myself while he was lying on my blankets.

Q) Was there any suspicion on the part of anyone that General Custer and his command had been destroyed?

A) No, sir - there was no such impression at all. It was supposed he could take care of himself as well as we could. He had nearly as many men as I had, more than when I opened the fight.

Q) What did the Indians do after you had fortified yourself?

A) They withdrew from us at about nine o’clock.

Q) Did they renew the attack?

A) Yes, sir, on the morning of the 26th. I had been all round the line, and could see them moving up the valley. It was just about the break of day. I arrive at that time in the same manner as I do at 9 o’clock.

Q) With reference to the time you have fixed for various matters in your report, how did you fix it?

A) Well it was gathered by me from various persons in the command. I got the best impression available at the time.

Q) Does that remark apply to other periods of time than the one you are now testifying to?

A) No, sir. I think I am nearly right about the 9 o’clock and the 2:30.

Q) But I mean the other time?

A) They were fixed by the best information I could get.

Q) When did the attack commence?

A) About half past two. Before that I saw many of them going up the bottom forming a circle around me.

Q) In what way was the attack commenced, and how long did it continue?

A) The first thing I heard was two rifle shots and as everything was quiet, at that time, it was something which attracted attention. It was immediately succeeded by firing from all round the position. It was only when they fired that their position was indicated by the puffs of smoke and by the sound. There was one point behind which there was, I think, 25 Indians and they would fire together. They were the nearest Indians to us. They were the men who hit most of the horses.

Q) Was the firing severe or not?

A) It was as severe as I ever experienced.

Q) Could you form any estimate of the number of Indians that attacked you during that engagement?

A) I stated in my official report, that from the best information at my command, and thinking I would be on the safe side, I put it down at 2500. I think now I was below the mark.

Q) What number of Indians do you suppose engaged the command on top of the hill?

A) I think they were all there.

Q) How long did the firing continue?

A) In intensity till about half past ten. I am not sure of the time.

Q) Then did it slacken any?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) In what way?

A) [By] the Indians removing down the bottom towards the village. I thought they were going for ammunition, or to get relief and would come back again. They were raising quite a dust and smoke, having set the prairie on fire, and it was difficult to distinguish what they were doing exactly, because when they got behind this smoke and dust I lost sight of them. I think now that they went that afternoon to meet General Terry’s column, which on the night of the 26th encamped 8 or 9 miles from there. I think they went to meet him, in fact, I know they did.

Q) When did the Indians withdraw from the neighborhood of your position on the 26th?

A) There was some high points which perfectly sheltered some of their sharpshooters, and they remained there all day. There were a few Indians left to annoy the command and they remained there till the evening of the 26th annoying us, particularly in the matter of getting water. They moved up closely to where we had to go out to get water.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) I wish you to state the kind of weather you had on the 25th of June, and how you covered your head.

A) It was very warm. The sun was shining brightly. Previous to leaving the mouth of the Rosebud, I had been wearing a felt hat, and it was dusty and dirty, and some officers went on a boat, to where a trader had some broad rimmed straw hats, which we paid 25 or 50 cents for. They had no band but they were a very good shelter from the sun. I wore one of these.

Q) Where did you lose it?

A) In the bottom, or in the timber.

Q) State if you brought your carbine with you to the top of the hill.

A) Yes, sir, I did.

Q) Did you ever tell any person you lost your carbine in the bottom?

A) No, sir. I don’t think that matter would be a subject of conversation under the circumstances. I had no time to talk about it.

Q) State if you fired your revolver on the top of the hill when the Indians were a considerable distance from you.

A) No, sir. I fired my revolver several times coming across the bottom. I don’t think when I got on the hill I had a charge in it.

Q) State whether it was cowardice or not that prompted you to leave the timber and the bottom.

A) No, sir.

Q) Have you already sufficiently stated your motives in leaving the timber?

A) Yes, sir. My idea was we had an immense force against us, and nobody came to our assistance. I was not certain that anybody knew where I was, unless directed by the firing. The position, in my judgment, was not tenable, and I thought that by placing my command on the hill, the scattered positions of the regiment could get together.

Q) That was your motive?

A) Yes, sir, and it continued so all the time. It was my opinion that was the only means of getting anybody away alive.

Q) Do you remember about a guidon being placed at a point termed Captain Weir’s hill?

A) It was done.

Q) For what purpose and when?

A) It was thought it might be discovered by the scattered men and detachments. It was done at the suggestion of Captain Benteen, I think he did it.

Q) What time was that?

A) I can’t state the hour. It was after the command started down the river on the 25th of June 1876.

Q) State with respect to the amount of firing you heard, and the impression it made on your mind at the time.

A) I heard no firing till after we moved down some distance. Then I heard a few scattering shots. I could not locate them. I would not swear whether they were from the direction in which General Custer’s body was afterwards discovered, or from the village. I thought it was from the village.

Q) Was it so severe as to give you the impression of a general engagement?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did the firing or any other circumstance on the day or night of the 25th, or the 26th or that night, make you believe that General Custer and his command had been destroyed?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did any person intimate to you any belief of that kind during the 25th or 26th as far as you recollect?

A) No, sir.

Q) How did you make you your official report, from evidence?

A) From the best information I could obtain in the manner official reports are generally made. There must have been matters in it of which I had no personal knowledge, though I considered my information perfectly reliable.

Q) Some of the statements were not made on your personal knowledge?

A) Yes, sir - and especially in regard to time, except the 9 o’clock, and the 2:30 o’clock on the 26th - those I think are nearly accurate.

Q) In regard to the question of your sobriety, I wish you to speak fully now with regard to the amount of liquor you had, and the amount you took.

A) I had some whiskey which I obtained at the mouth of the Rosebud.

Q) How did you carry it?

A) It was carried in a flask.

Q) Where did you carry the flask?

A) In the inner breast pocket of my coat.

Q) What kind of coat did you have on?

A) I had on an ordinary uniform sacque as prescribed for officers.

Q) How much do you suppose the flask could possibly have contained?

A) I think between a pint and a quart. Probably nearer a pint than a quart - I don’t know.

Q) State what amount of liquor you drank on the hill on the 25th, if any, and at what time you drank it?

A) I did not drink a drop of whiskey until the firing had ceased, about 12 o’clock at night.

Q) State whether you were sober, or not, on the afternoon and night of the 25th.

A) I was strictly sober.

Q) Entirely so?

A) Entirely so.

Q) When was that flask emptied?

A) On the morning of the 28th, when we were on the battlefield of General Custer. It was a very disagreeable sight, and officers and men were a good deal affected. The stench was sickening. Captain French came to me and said, “Have you got any whiskey?” I answered that I had a little, and he said, “Give me a drink, for I am sick at the stomach,” and I did so.

Q) Then that flask was still unemptied on the morning of the 28th?

A) It was. I think it was the only whiskey in the command, except what the doctor had.

Q) How did you come to take this drink on the night of the 25th and with whom did you take it?

A) I cannot recall whether I took a drink with Captain Weir or not. I sent for him, however, and told him I was tired and that I wanted him to keep up [stay awake], and he said he would do it. It is barely possible that I asked him to drink. I know I took one myself about that time.

Q) Was it a large or small drink?

A) I don’t know - a drink.

Q) Did it affect you in any way?

A) No, sir. I was in such circumstances that a drink would not make any impression on me. I wanted to get a few minutes sleep if I could, but I did not get it.

Q) How were the pack animals [ar]ranged?

A) They were put in a depression. During the afternoon, when the Indians first came upon us, I had no time to fasten them. They were put in the position I have stated, which was the best I could see.

Q) Did you visit the pack animals during the afternoon or night of the 25th and, if so, how often, and for what purpose?

A) I remained on the line with Company D the first hour because the attack then was very severe, very hot, and I did not feel justified in leaving there. I then went round the line and came into the pack train, and I found a good many men and packers who were skulking, and I drove them out. I did this several times. I thought the mules and the horses were safe, and that those men had no business there. The last time I went there the packs had been taken off. That was the time I saw those men [Frett and Churchill, who had previously testified]. I had been there several times to drive out men, and I felt annoyed, and so I asked one of the men what he was doing there. I cannot recall the words of his reply, but I know they angered me more, and as I thought that was not exactly the time for moral suasion, I hit him, and I may have told him that if I found him there again I would shoot him.

Q) What hour of the evening was this?

A) It might have been 10 o’clock or it might have been between 9 and 10 o’clock.

Q) It was not later than 10 o’clock?

A) No.

Q) Where had you the flask of whiskey at that time?

A) I had it with me.

Q) Where?

A) In the inner pocket of my coat.

Q) Could there have been any escape of whiskey?

A) If it escaped at all, it seems to me that the coat must have got it.

Q) State whether at any time you received any intimation that Captain Benteen would support you in your attack on the bottom?

A) No, sir. I did not know where Captain Benteen was.

Q) I wish you would commence now, and state as accurately as you can recollect your action on the 26th, how the men and officers were placed and just what you said and did.

A) Well, sir, the line was completed by myself during the night. I moved some of the companies, and I told all the company commanders to shelter themselves as well as they could, that we would have to stay there, as it would be impossible for us to leave. I went round the line several times. The Indians that were firing into the herd were enabled to reach the animals best through the depression, and I tried to fill that up with everything belonging to the packs, hardtack, boxes, blankets, and everything that goes to make up the loading of a pack train. I had ammunition boxes taken and opened and put along the lines of the different companies, so that the men would have all they wanted. I think those were about all the orders I gave. I went round afterwards to see that they had been complied with.

On the 26th I moved about, but most of the time I was with D Company, near to Lieutenant Wallace. I crossed the ridge behind our position several times. I remember being out in front of Captain Benteen’s line. I remember being in Captain Moylan’s line, in fact, I was round all. After the severest portion of the firing, I had better say the heaviest firing, was over, I was outside the line in front of Captain Benteen’s position with Sergeant DeLacy. We each had our carbines and we saw some Indians sneaking round there in small parties. There were two knolls, as near as I could see, and every now and then 4 or 5 Indians would gallop round there. This valley was in range from my position but not from the line. I had gone farther down the line to look down the knoll. I told DeLacy that there was a chance for a good shot, and as I thought I could shoot very well, I went down there to shoot at those Indians.

Q) State whether you took every means to inform yourself that the officers and troops were behaving as well as possible under the circumstances.

A) I did.

Q) Was the position of the command such that frequent orders were necessary?

A) Not at all. After the morning of the 26th I did not think an order was necessary. Most of the officers were lying in the pits, and I think Captain Godfrey had additionally covered himself with his bedding. It was only when I went there that they could see me. But I do not want to reflect on them at all. It was their proper position, and they could not see me.

Q) Did they behave well or bravely?

A) Well, I saw no occasion for encouraging either officers or men.

Q) State whether you remained in command after General Terry came up?

A) I did.

Q) State whether General Terry sent you to discharge any duty?

A) He sent me to bury the dead. I thought that was a proper duty for the 7th, that we should take care of the wounded, and go and bury our comrades because we would be best able to recognize them.

Q) State whether at the crossing “A” you received any communication through a man named Girard?

A) Never. He had no right to make any communication to me - officially, I mean.

Q) What effort, if any, did you make to communicate with General Custer’s command on the night of the 25th?

A) It was as much to let him know where we were, as much for the welfare of the men under my own command, as for General Custer and those under him.

Q) Did you have any more concern about him than you had for your own men?

A) No, sir, not so much, really.

Q) What effort did you make to communicate with him?

A) There were some Indians in the command, Yellow Face and another Crow that was wounded, and I thought that they, knowing the country, might be able to get there. I would not order a soldier to go there.

Q) Why not?

A) Well, I would not send him to what I knew would be death.

Q) Were the Indian scouts willing to take any message?

A) They talked about it, but they would not go.

Q) What effort, if any, did you make on the 26th to communicate with General Terry?

A) I made another effort by means of a Crow scout. He went out of the lines, but he did not stay very long. He came back again and brought the note, which I afterwards saw in the hands of Lieutenant Varnum.

Q) What became of it afterward?

A) That I do not know.

Q) You have not got it?

A) I have not got it.

Q) Did you succeed afterwards in sending a message to General Terry?

A) I did on the morning of the 27th after the Indians had certainly left us.

Q) Is that the communication [here Gilbert produced a document for Reno to look at]?

A) It seems to be, it states the sentiments I had at the time.

Q) I wish you to read this communication and say whether it corresponds in substance with the communication you attempted to send General Terry on the 26th.

A) Yes, that is about the substance of the communication that I sent on the 26th, and which was returned. I was anxious about the wounded and wanted medical aid. The doctor’s supplies were very limited.

Q) State whether the communications of the 26th, which you have not got, contained any statement that you could hold your position?

A) Yes, sir, it must have done so. I know that I felt that I could [see Appendix 4.8 for this message].

Q) State whether you have any knowledge as to the rations the men had on their person on the night of the 25th.

A) The men were ordered to carry their own rations for 3 or 4 days, I think. I am not positive about that because, as I say, I was not consulted. It was in order that the pack train, which was limited to its capacity of transportation, should be relieved as much as possible. For that reason the rations were taken and were in the hands of the men and on their horses. The rations in the pack train were under the charge of the company commanders.

Q) What expectation of support had you at the time you entered the timber, and from what direction did you expect that support to come?

A) From the manner I received the order I could not conceive of any other manner of being supported except from the rear.

Q) I wish you to state whether, under all the circumstances, you felt that you failed in any manner in the discharge of the duty that was expected of you, on the day and night of the 25th or 26th.

A) I did not fail. I think the results of those two days ought to justify what I did.

Q) Was there ever any difficulty between you and Mr. Girard?

A) Well, I thought he was stealing from the government and I discharged him.

Q) When was it you discharged him?

A) I think the reports of the quartermaster will show that I discharged him in the fall of 1875, perhaps in the last month of that year.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) You spoke in regard to the dust on the Indian trail, where was that?

A) Well, sir, we had passed Indian camps, and big trails, from the time we left the mouth of the Rosebud. In one vacated camp we counted 400 fires - that was perhaps two weeks old. As we passed up the Rosebud, those trails enlarged for miles before we got to the Little Big Horn.

Q) This dust was in the vicinity where the camps had been?

A) Yes - and where the trails were.

Q) Did you notice the dust 2 ½ inches thick on the trail you were on, on the 25th?

A) Yes, sir, I remember that because Adjutant Cooke came and put a portion of the command off the trail because we were making so much dust. I did not see that done, he did not tell me about it.

Q) What portion of the command did he put off the trail?

A) He did not tell me. I was afterwards informed about it.

Q) Would not any column marching in that country raise considerable dust?

A) Not off the trail.

Q) You were in advance when you saw the dust you speak of?

A) I was in different parts of the column. I was second field officer. I remember leaving the column and going with Lieutenants Wallace and Hodgson to a spring, to get a drink of water.

Q) In regard to the ammunition that the men were required to carry, I wish you to state whether or not it is a general order always, when troops are on the expedition of this kind, to take 100 rounds of ammunition?

A) Yes - if they expect to meet anything.

Q) Do you know whether the men had that quantity that day?

A) I stated yesterday that I did not know - that I had no time to inspect.

Q) Believing that to be the amount, was it necessary you should inspect?

A) I heard that was General Custer’s order, and I thought it would be complied with.

Q) As far as you know, the entire command must have had about the same quantity of ammunition?

A) I do not know it, sir.

Q) Would you presume that the three companies that fell to your lot would have a less amount of ammunition than the five companies which fell to General Custer?

A) No, sir. I should think they had the same amount.

Q) You stated in your testimony that no plan was “communicated to us.” Please explain what you mean by “us” – yourself, or others?

A) I mean the whole regiment. I might say here that I do not think there was any plan.

Q) You received an order from General Custer through his adjutant?

A) Yes.

Q) I would like you to repeat that order again.

A) “General Custer directs you to move forward at as rapid a gait as you think prudent, and to charge afterward, and you will be supported by the whole outfit:” I think these were the exact words.

Q) You were, of course, expected to charge the Indians?

A) Yes, certainly.

Q) Then that part of the plan was communicated to you by his adjutant?

A) I don’t know that that was any part of it.

Q) It was part of the attack, was it not?

A) It was the opening of the fight.

Q) You refer to those Indians being accustomed to timber and woods. I would like you to state whether they are regarded as what are called the Indians of the plains or as Indians of the forests.

A) That is a closer distinction of Indians than I have been able to draw after 20 years of service. After you go a few miles on the Little Big Horn you find plenty of timber, and it is a part of their country.

Q) Do you consider the country as timbered, or is it only a plain where there is no timber, except on the stream?

A) In the mountains there is timber. It is a very mountainous country.

Q) Do those Indians habitually remain in the mountains?

A) I have never lived among them.

Q) I merely asked for information.

A) Well, my opinion is that they do. I don’t know anything about it. I have never lived with them.

Q) You state that you had gone to the hill and found that General Custer’s trail passed near there. Explain when you found that trail.

A) After coming up from the bottom, my attention was called to it.

Q) Who called your attention to it?

A) That I cannot say. It was after returning from Lieutenant Hodgson’s body that it was reported and I went to see it.

Q) Did you recognize it to be his trail?

A) Not at all. I recognized it to be the trail of shod horses.

Q) Captain Benteen had arrived before that time?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Then in all probability it could not have been that of any other column but Custer’s?

A) I think so.

Q) You read the order that Captain Benteen received from General Custer?

A) Yes.

Q) You omitted two words in repeating it. I would like you to state the exact words.

A) I do not remember the exact phraseology. As near as I can remember it was; “Benteen: Come on, big village, big thing, bring packs. P. S. Bring packs.”

Q) Do you remember the words “be quick”?

A) Yes - I do now that you called my attention to it.

Q) Would you, as an officer, regard that as a direction that he would bring them within easier reach to put them in a defensible position?

A) I think the latter supposition would be correct.

Q) Then how did that portion strike you if you reflect upon it?

A) It did not make any great impression on me at the time, because I was absorbed in getting those packs together, and did not intend to move until I had done so.

Q) From the number of Indians you saw around you, and your estimate of the number that were there, did it occur to you at the time that, with only 225 men, he might need someone to “be quick”?

A) It never occurred to me at all. 225 men could hold off quite a number of Indians if they are properly disposed.

Q) What number of Indians do you refer to?

A) The number that I saw.

Q) Did you examine the country on the right bank of the river?

A) I did afterward.

Q) Was there any timber on that side, down as far as Custer’s battlefield?

A) No, sir, there was no timber where I was.

Q) You stated that Captain Weir went down without any order, went “on his own hook,” I believe was the expression?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) How far did he advance without orders?

A) Captain Benteen told me he went off on his own hook. I cannot locate the distance. I suppose it was a mile and half or two miles.

Q) When was it that you sent the order to him to communicate with General Custer?

A) Immediately after I got hold of the pack train, and the wounded had been cared for.

Q) Where was the command then?

A) All there on the hill.

Q) Who took that order to Weir to communicate with Custer?

A) Lieutenant Hare. I held my command as a nucleus that these people could get around to come to.

Q) Where were the hostile Indians at that time?

A) More or less in the bottom, but I did not see as many as in the former part of the day. I do not know where they had gone.

Q) Please state in what way you expected him to communicate with General Custer.

A) He would have his company to overcome any opposition that might be between the two commands. I did not think that any one man could go through, but I thought he could cut through with his command.

Q) Did you receive, either through your adjutant or any other proper channel, any word from Captain Weir at the time as to this order?

A) Lieutenant Hare, who was acting as my adjutant, came back to me and said Weir had taken him out to show the impracticability of going any further, and that was the time that he used my name and told them to come back.

Q) Was any support sent to Captain Weir at the time this order was sent?

A) At that time the whole column started toward him. He was regarded as the advance guard [see previous comments about Benteen having marched out, also without orders].

Q) Was not your official report made when everything was fresh and more liable to be correct than statements made two years afterward?

A) The date shows when it was made.

Q) Were not the details more liable to be correct than to depend on recollection for two years?

A) As I stated, there was embodied in that report many things of which I had no personal knowledge. I think official reports are always reliable, as far as reliable information will make them so, but there must, of necessity, be many things of which the author had no personal knowledge.

Q) Would it not be more reasonable to expect a report made at that time would be more correct than a report based upon recollection two years after?

A) No, sir.

Q) The 25 Indians nearest your command, how far away were they?

A) About 5 or 600 yards.

Q) State how you determined the number to be 25?

A) I said about. It was from the number of shots they seemed to fire together.

Q) The Indians, as far as you observed, were armed with Winchester rifles?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Do you know that they had had any other arms?

A) No, sir.

Q) Could you tell by an examination of the animals to see what kind of bullets they were killed with?

A) No, sir.

Q) After the fight was over, and knowing that General Custer had been killed, and that the Indians had the guns of his command, was any examination made into that matter?

A) No, sir, we got out as soon as we could. In fact we moved away from the dead horses.

Q) State what was the effective range of a Winchester rifle at that time? I don’t mean the improved Winchester arm made since that time.

A) Their range was from eight hundred to a thousand yards [totally incorrect].

Q) Did you ever experiment in regard to that?

A) No, sir - but I have seen an antelope killed at a distance which measured about 900 yards.

Q) Was it before or since that fight you saw that experiment?

A) It was before, I think it was in 1873.

Q) Did you ever notice any further experiments?

A) Yes, sir. I saw the Winchester rifle tested at the Springfield Armory and it was about the same thing. That is the extreme range.

Q) Is it your opinion that the Winchester rifle had a greater range than the carbine with which your command was armed?

A) No, sir.

Q) You stated that all the Indians engaged you on the hill. Do you mean they engaged you simultaneously, or what was the greatest number that engaged you at any one time?

A) I don’t think there was room enough for all, they completely surrounded us. There were anywhere from 1800 to 2500, I think, engaging us at one time. I think they all came there. I have no means of judging. They fired from all around the command.

Q) Can you give about the length of the line or circle the Indians covered?

A) I don’t know. I suppose you would have to take a diameter of 1000 to 1200 yards, and multiply that by three to get the circumference.

Q) About what was the circumference?

A) About 4000 yards, perhaps more.

Q) The Indians were along that circle?

A) Yes, sir, and were all the way from 10 yards to 1200 yards from my position.

Q) State at the time you received the order from General Custer, through Lieutenant Cooke, what your reply was to that order, if you made any.

A) I made no reply whatever. I proceeded to carry it out.

Q) Did you ask any question of Lieutenant Cooke as to whether you would be supported or not?

A) No, sir. I had official information that I would be supported by the whole outfit.

Q) Had you any reason for believing General Custer would not support you in any other way than by following in your rear?

A) None, sir. In my opinion there was no other way to support me.

Q) An attack on the flank would not be a support?

A) No, sir - not under the circumstances.

Q) Did you not state in your report that he intended to support you by an attack on the flank?

A) I may have said that.

Q) Did you not know at the time you crossed the river, that Captain Benteen was on your left?

A) I did not know where he was. I never saw him after he left the column. He might have gone to the mouth of the Rosebud for all I knew.

Q) Had you any reason to believe that Captain Benteen might have gone to the mouth of the Rosebud?

A) No, sir. I knew nothing about it.

Q) You saw his column after it started to the left?

A) Yes, sir. It disappeared in a few minutes.

Q) Had you any reasons for believing that Captain Benteen had been sent so far away that he would not be up and join in the fight?

A) I never gave the subject a thought. I knew whatever orders he got he was capable of executing.

Q) Did you go into that fight with feelings of confidence or distrust in your commanding officer, General Custer?

A) No, sir, our relations were friendly enough, and if my own brothers had been in that column, I could have not done any more than I did.

Q) The question is, whether you went into that fight with feelings of confidence or distraught?

A) My feelings towards General Custer were friendly.

Q) I insist that the question shall be answered.

A) Well, sir, I had known General Custer a long time, and I had no confidence in his ability as a soldier. I had known him all through the war.

Q) In your official report, if I remember correctly, and if I do not, please correct me, I believe it is stated that you drove the Indians down the bottom. Describe what force you drove down the bottom.

A) I suppose there were some 40 or 50, perhaps less. They were decoys sent out there.

Q) Did those 40 or 50 fire upon you soon after crossing the river?

A) No, sir.

Q) Was your command firing at all on the advance down there to where it was halted?

A) Not by any order.

Q) Were not Indians driving ponies around at the time you got in sight of the bottom?

A) No, sir - they were not. Every pony I saw had an Indian on him.

Q) Was it reported to you by someone in your command that the Indians were driving the ponies in the bottom, about the time you crossed the river?

A) No, sir.

Q) I wish you would state how many Indians were to your left and rear when you started from the timber on your retreat to the hill.

A) I suppose there were from 600 to 900.

Q) About what number were in front, between you and the village at that time, can you give an estimate?

A) No, I can not. There were plenty of them.

Q) Were they in any force on the other side of the river at that time?

A) They were.

Q) In about what numbers?

A) They had good shelter over there, and I could not tell how many there were. They were within close range of us, less than 100 yards.

Q) State what had been the casualties in your command when you decided to get out of that place.

A) I do not remember exactly.

Q) Do you remember that there were any at that time?

A) I know a scout was killed, Sergeant Heyn of A Company was hit, and 2 or 3 men in Company M were hit.

Q) Was that before or after you had mounted?

A) That was before I had mounted.

Q) What was the name of the scout who was killed?

A) Isiah, a Negro, who had lived among the Sioux for a while. He had a Sioux wife, I think. [Isaiah Dorman, interpreter, was killed on the retreat. Reno might be thinking of Bloody Knife].

Q) Did you make any observation of that place in the woods with a view to holding it, or determining its defensibility?

A) I did.

Q) Please state what it was?

A) I found myself in that clearing which was surrounded by a fringe of timber, and to have held that position would have necessitated 600 or 700 men, because of its extent. You would have had to hold the outer edge of the timber, otherwise they would have crept up and sheltered themselves behind the timber and come right up to us.

Q) What is the least number of troops that could have been put round that position?

A) I think the regiment could have done it.

Q) You think 120 men could not do it?

A) I did not have 120 men but I think 120 men could not do it [see Appendix 5.17].

Q) At what intervals would you have had to deploy your command to surround that position, with a view of holding it? I do not mean the entire stretch of timber up to the bank of the river where you crossed, but that position there.

A) Well, sir, I could not cover it all without putting the men so far apart from one another that their shooting would not be any support. In fact, they would hardly be within speaking distance and make a circle. I mean the timber it would be necessary to cover.

Q) State what became of the wounded men that were left in the timber.

A) I suppose the Indians killed them.

Q) What steps were taken to bring them out of there?

A) I could not make any efforts, none were made.

Q) What became of the wounded men who were left in the bottom on crossing?

A) I do not know. The Indians would not permit me to take care of them.

Q) I have this understanding of your testimony, I may be wrong, that when Bloody Knife was killed you halted 10 minutes and formed the command?

A) I think I said I was in the edge of the timber about 10 minutes.

Q) Did you remain in the timber ten minutes after Bloody Knife was killed?

A) When he was killed we rode out. I was opposite to Captain Moylan when he was killed. The orders had been given for the movement before Bloody Knife was killed.

Q) Did not the movement begin just at that time?

A) No, sir.

Q) How soon after did it begin?

A) When I got the report that the column was ready.

Q) Who reported the column ready?

A) Captain Moylan. He came up from the rear where he had been, up to his own company.

Q) Were there not a number of recruits in the command who were not good horsemen?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Please state what precautions were taken to enable them to get on their horses in the woods and to keep up with the command.

A) A good many did not get on their horses.

Q) State what precautions were taken to enable them to do so.

A) I do not know what precautions the company commander took. He was responsible. He was ordered to form his company in column-of-fours and lead it out of the timber.

Q) Did not Sergeant Davern report to you on the top of the hill that he had lost his carbine, and that his horse had fallen in trying to get out of the timber?

A) I do not remember.

Q) Can you say that he did not report this?

A) I can say that he did not.

Q) At no time on the hill that day?

A) Not that I remember. He was holding my horse, and I did not go to the horses again until I started to move down.

Q) Do you know that he did not make any report to you about his carbine?

A) Yes, sir. It was not a time I could be bothered with, or listen to such reports as that.

Q) The man might have said something about it?

A) Well, do you think it is a thing that would remain in your mind?

Q) With regard to firing your pistol on the hill, are you positive you did not fire one about the time that Captain Benteen’s column came up?

A) I am, sir.

Q) This guidon you speak of being planted as a rallying point for someone, where was it planted?

A) On the top of the highest hill. It was thought its fluttering might attract attention sooner than a horse.

Q) How long did it remain there?

A) I don’t know. I cannot be accurate as to time. I do not think anyone can.

Q) Didn’t your orderly Davern have habitual charge of your flask or bottle?

A) He had not on that day.

Q) Had he the previous day?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did he not on the morning of the 25th give it to you?

A) No, sir.

Q) Previous to that where had it been carried, say on the 24th?

A) I think he carried it.

Q) On the 25th you had it yourself I understand?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Didn’t he have charge of that bottle on the night of the 25th?

A) No, sir. I had it in my own pocket.

Q) It is not customary to refill a flask when it is empty on an expedition of that kind?

A) It is, if you have anything to fill it with.

Q) You say you received no communication from Girard down at that crossing, that you would not permit him to communicate with you, was he not there in the capacity of interpreter?

A) From the manner in which you ask the question it would seem to indicate that he came to me in an official capacity, which I would not recognize. Of course if he had any information to convey to me, I should have listened to him, but I would not have believed it.

Q) How else could he communicate with you under such circumstances? He could not communicate with you socially?

A) We were not in the fight, and I would not let General Custer send an order to me through such a channel.

Q) Any information that Girard may have had about the Indians, or what some scout may have told him, would you have considered it improper for him to report to you?

A) As I say I should have listened to it, and as I say again, I should not have believed it.

Q) State whether or not you named Girard as a witness in this case.

A) I don’t remember. I sent a list of witnesses to you. I understand that he was the basis of the information against me, and I wanted him to be seen, so that people might know what kind of a man he was.

Q) There was no communication sent out from your command to General Terry, or anyone else till the Indians had left?

A) It was sent out on the morning of the 27th. An attempt was made on the night of the 25th, and also on the 26th. I was quite as anxious to get General Custer to aid me, as I was to aid him.

Q) Was there any attempt made under the cover of darkness on the night of the 25th to get any communication out?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Were any volunteers called for to go on an undertaking of that kind?

A) No, sir. I said in my testimony I would not order anything of that kind. I believed that sending a man out on a mission of that kind would be sending him to his death. I would have sent an Indian out because of his peculiar abilities in that direction, you know, which enable him to skulk along and get through the country without being seen, where a white man would be seen.

Q) How many days ration had the men carried on their persons and horses?

A) We started from the mouth of the Rosebud with 15 days rations, and I understood that there were 4 carried on the man’s person, and the remaining 11 on the pack train.

Q) How much rations had the men when they went into that fight in the bottom under your command?

A) They must have had two days rations when we went into the fight on the morning of the 25th. Their rations were not used up until the morning of the 27th.

Q) You have stated that you would consider that the results of that battle have justified your every act?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Is it justified to the extent that you have made no mistake there whatever?

A) Well, sir, I should do the same thing over again under the same circumstances, and with the same knowledge I had then.

Q) State whether or not some part of that result may have been brought about by your act, intentional or otherwise?

A) No, sir. I am convinced now that there was no command down there when I got out of the woods, that they were all dead.

Q) What command do you refer to?

A) The remaining five companies of the regiment.

Q) When you left the woods, that command had been annihilated at that time?

A) Yes, sir. That is my belief from after information. I did not know at the time of course.

Q) Please state what officer reported to you on the hill, after the pack train came up, that he had heard firing to his right.

A) I don’t remember such a report being made to me.

Q) If such a report had been made to you at that time, would you then have believed that General Custer’s command had been annihilated? Or that it was engaged?

A) If I had heard the firing, as they represent the firing, volley firing, I should have know he was engaged while I was on the hill - but I heard no such firing.

Q) Were you in a position down at the river for half an hour, to have heard that firing?

A) Possibly not, although I was nearer to what is termed the battlefield than the command.

Q) You received an order in your subordinate capacity, in the sense of there being a commanding officer of the regiment, from General Custer to take three companies and charge the enemy?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did you obey that order?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Describe just how?

A) Well, sir, ten men can be ordered to charge a million. There is some discretion left in the hands of the commanding officer. I can give you a very brilliant illustration of that in the Battle of Balaklava.

Q) Had there been any casualties in your command at the time you halted and deployed it as skirmishers?

A) Just one man had been hit. That made no difference, however, in regard to my action. I should have done the same thing.

Q) Then you consider that you charged the enemy there?

A) I don’t consider that I charged the enemy; but I went near enough to discover that it was impossible to do it. I knew nothing about the topography of the country. It was afterward developed that if I had gone 2 or 300 yards further I should have thrown my command into a ditch 10 yards wide and 3 or 4 deep.

Q) The Indians were in that ravine?

A) Yes, sir. I saw them coming out of it.

Q) Did you make any examination of that ravine afterward?

A) Yes, sir. I crossed it in 2 or 3 places afterward, I think.

Q) Was it a possible thing for a dash made by cavalry to have gone through that?

A) I suppose you might get horses now and then that would jump that ditch.

Q) The Indians being in it and coming out of it, it was not possible for the troops to have gone in there?

A) The troops would not have got that far. By the time they would have got within a few yards of it most of the men would have been dismounted, most of the saddles would have been emptied, and most of the horses killed.

Q) After leaving the timber and going on the hill, you did expect to reunite with the scattered portions of the regiment?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did you think, at that time, you were in any sense responsible for the scattering of the command?

A) I was responsible for the union of my own battalion with the rest of the regiment, and I could not think they would come to me, because I was not in command.

Q) Then you had no expectation of finding the command on that side of the river?

A) I put my command on a higher plain, where they could be more easily seen, and before going there I convinced myself that they were not on my side of the river.

Q) Then you thought you might find some portion of the command there?

A) I didn’t know where else they could be than on that side of the river, because I couldn’t see them on my side of the river. M, A, and G Companies were the only companies that got on that side of the river.

Q) Were you in a position to have seen troops on your side of the river while you were in the bottom?

A) Yes, sir - to the rear or on the left.

Q) Could you have seen down in front, along about the center of the village?

A) I could no - it would have been impossible.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) How many men did you have under your command, when you crossed the river on your advance to attack at the timber?

A) I had 112 soldiers and officers. I speak of it positively because I sent to the company commanders to send me a report of the number of men they had in the saddle, I think, some little distance before we got to the ford where we crossed. Then as soon as we could get any report from the scouts, I thought there were about 24 or 27 of them, but they didn’t remain with me any length of time. As soon as the Indians commenced firing they cleared out, and I didn’t see them any more except when we went to the mouth of the Powder River, about 90 miles away [see Appendix 5.17 for the correct numbers, which were greater than portrayed].

Q) You said you entered that fight with friendly relations to General Custer?

A) I certainly did.

Q) You said you did everything to assist and cooperate with General Custer as fully as if your brother had been in his place?

A) Exactly.

Q) Didn’t you cross to make your charge with as much earnestness as you were capable of?

A) Never in my life did I feel more interest in the success of an engagement than I did in that, because it was essentially my own regiment.

Q) Were not your prospects of promotion bound up in the success of the fight by your regiment?

A) I don’t know that I could say that. It might have given me some reputation, of course, as being a member of a regiment that had been successful in a contest with a large body of Indians.

Q) Didn’t every motive that was of value to a soldier make you desire success instead of defeat?

A) Certainly, beyond a question.

Q) Do you not feel now that you did everything to support General Custer short of sacrificing your command?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) When you returned to the hill, was it not with a view of reuniting with General Custer instead of leaving him unsupported?

A) That was the action - that was the principle that actuated me entirely. I went out of there as much to aid him as to secure aid myself.

Q) In your report, to which reference has been made, you said words to the effect that you were convinced that General Custer intended to support you by an attack in flank?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Wasn’t that a conviction after the fight was over?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) That was not your belief at the time that you crossed to attack?

A) No, sir.

Q) You say that you were without support on the left bank of the river. You say you could see there was no support because you could look to your rear and to the left?

A) To my left and to my rear.

Q) You expected the support to come from the direction that you had crossed?

A) Yes, sir. I did not see at the time how any other support could have been rendered me.

Q) Did you observe the character of the high land on the opposite side of the river?

A) I did.

Q) And how far down that extended?

A) Yes, sir, I did - a rapid glance, of course.

Q) And you felt that support, to be effective, could not come from that direction?

A) I did not think they could get down there. I didn’t think it was practicable to get down [the bluffs] below me.

Q) And, therefore, when you took that look from the timber, when you found you needed support, you had not only your rear and your left in view, but you also had the character of the country on the right side of the river?

A) Yes, sir [Reno could have seen nothing of the sort from the timber].

Q) Was your stoppage at the timber, or failing to continue the charge, due to the number of dead or wounded men in the command?

A) That had no influence on my actions at all. I should have done the same thing if a man had not been hit [and in fact, none had been. The first casualty occurred on the skirmish line in the bottom, and was the only one before the command was withdrawn into the timber].

Q) Then it was due to other things than the actual loss the command had then sustained?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Was there any communication on the part of anyone to you, that General Custer’s column had been seen while you were in the timber?

A) No, sir -, never.

Questions by the Court:

Q) In approaching that river, how was it you took that route you did?

A) Because I followed the main trail to the village.

Q) Did you see any practicable route to your right?

A) No, sir.

Q) At the time you commenced your retreat from the bottom, did you have any idea as to where General Custer’s command probably was?

A) I had not. I knew he was not on the bank of the river where the village was, and if there was any chance for him to see me, it was on this hill where he could see me.

Q) Did you have any doubts of your ability to explain to your commanding officer your retreat from your position afterward?

A) I knew I could explain it.

Q) You thought you would have to?

A) I didn’t know I would have to. I can’t say. I thought I knew I could explain it, but I know now I could explain it, and that I knew it at the time, but I never gave it a thought. I never thought it would be questioned.

[CN] 3.97
 [CT] RING CLOUD, BLACKFOOT LAKOTA: INTERVIEW WITH WALTER CAMP

[Standing Rock Indian Reservation] May 21, 1909

Watokshu Mahpia (Ring Cloud). Adam Carrier [my English name], 73 years old. Harry McLaughlin interpreter. Was at Grand River Agency and about four years before the battle went up to see Custer and Custer asked him to be a scout…Accordingly, my brother and I enlisted. My brother’s name was Appearing Bear (Matokia Napa). Rees did not know country well, and so Custer thought it would be well to take me along. Twenty-eight Indian Scouts, including Crows and Rees and we two Blackfeet Sioux. Bloody Knife was half Ree and half Sioux. There were also two Jackson brothers and “Scolla” Billy Cross and the Crow interpreter (Bouyer) - all half breeds. Reason he went with Custer [because] his father and mother were dead and wanted to earn money.

On way back to Powder River nearly starved. Got nothing to eat until got to Powder River. Slept twice on way back. Sundance Creek known to him as the creek now called Benteen Creek. Scouts went down ahead of Reno on advance from Ford A. Some of them captured Sioux ponies and mules and drove them to Powder River. Some recrossed in retreat near Ford A and others below were Rees did. Says two Jacksons and Billy Cross in Reno’s valley fight. Two half breed scouts did not go back with them but followed them.

F.F. Gerard called Fast Bull knew him and was with Varnum at Crow’s Nest at daylight 6/25, and went back to Custer with message from Varnum. Slept twice on way back to Powder. Passed pack train and told them soldiers scattered and running, but officer said did not believe it…

1 Manuscript, field notes, box 3, BYU.

RING CLOUD - INTERVIEW WITH WALTER CAMP

Standing Rock, May 30, 1909

Harry McLaughlin interpreter. Watokshu, Ring Cloud, 73 years old, brother of Matokia Napa, Comes the Bear. Brother with him on Little Bighorn. four Sioux. Two went back before crossing the divide. Seize the Buffalo and White Cloud were the two other Sioux. a Ree named Bear in the Timber. Three Rees killed: Bloody Knife, Bobtail Bull, and Little Soldier. knew Stab, but Stab not killed. Big battle, big dust and wind blowing and could not see who killed. Was on the divide early 6/25 and could see ponies. Gerard called Fast Bull…Isaiah called Black Hawk. Has a son at Ft.Yates named Baptiste Black Hawk.

Part of the Indian scouts went for the Sioux pony herd over in the hills, and part went to the edge of timber and retreated direct across the river and waited until pack train came up. Then all but two Rees went to the river to get a drink, and while gone, the troops were surrounded by the Sioux and we were cut off and went back on the trail to Powder River. Billy Cross was with us.

In early a.m. [25 June], in a talk with Custer, told Custer: too many Sioux, too many to surround them. Custer thought he could surround the Sioux and defeat them. In Reno valley fight I shot a Sioux with buckskin coat. He shot at me and missed me, and then I shot and knocked him off his horse, but I did not wait to see if he had been killed.

1 Camp Manuscript, field notes, box 3, BYU.

[CN] 3.98
 [CT] JAMES M. ROONEY: INTERVIEW WITH WALTER CAMP

[date]

[the] gully where 28 killed, horses were lying around edge of gully. William Brown and horse dead in the village. Brown’s body lay about 250 yards from the river and his horse further. Lay opposite Crazy Horse Gully. Says Korn’s story true. Says Korn came up after he (Rooney) got up with the packs. Could get nothing out of him. Asked him many questions, but all he could say was “I don’t know.”

Curtis, Rooney, Wm. Brown, Bruce, and Omling are the men who went back after the pack that was lost. Went back about four or five miles. Rooney says Keogh was rear guard on 6/24. L Troop’s packs were behind that night and gave trouble.

Timothy Reily was in F Co. in December, 1874, and was called “Pat.” He is probably the one who helped Tom Custer take Rain. Rooney says Isaiah lay near the timber, and some other body between that of Isaiah and McIntosh. Klein and Teeman lay in the Custer group.

‘Camp MSS, field notes, box 4, BYU.

[CN] 3.99
 [CT] JOHN M. RYAN: NARRATIVE PUBLISHED IN THE HARDIN TRIBUNE, JUNE 22, 1923

In addition to the short narrative which he inscribed on the flyleaves of one of Elizabeth Custer’s books, ex-First Sergeant John M. Ryan, who served with M Company at the Little Horn, also left a later and lengthier story of the 1876 campaign. This later story appeared in the Hardin, Montana, Tribune, of 22 June 1923 and has since been reproduced or quoted from quite extensively.

Although there has never been much, if any, doubt expressed as to the source authenticity of the Tribune article, it perhaps should be stated that Ryan was certainly the author of most of the piece. A comparison with other of his writings is instructive on this point. However, there is little doubt that the later portions of the article were not the work of First Sergeant Ryan. Ryan’s article is not signed by him, nor is it dated, so that I can only guess at when it was written and at how much editing might have been exercised by the Tribune. It can only be hoped that the paper did not do too much editorializing of its own and that what has been passed down as a compendium of Ryan’s thoughts and opinions really is just that.

In the interests of saving space, I have myself excised large chunks of the narrative as being redundant to other sources or not significant - mostly from those passages dealing with the march to the Rosebud, but I have left in all items of historical interest and all of Ryan’s opinions even where these have differed from my own. Nothing has been deleted that is in the least way controversial or valuable to this study

Ryan’s story can certainly stand on its own merits and requires very little comment or annotation. There are only a few minor points requiring correction, comment, or clarification. These are covered following the narrative.

In 1876 another expedition was organized…to go against the Indians…My company started with two other companies from Fort Rice…under command of Capt. F.W. Benteen…other troops assembled from the different forts, and troop K came direct from the southern states…

The morning of the 17th of May we prepared to make a move…All the companies wore broadbrimmed slouch hats, some black and others gray. The regiment never looked better, as all the men were in good spirits…

Soon after leaving the fort we encountered heavy rains…When we reached the Big Heart river we camped for two days. There the paymaster joined us…and enlivened the boys’ hearts with about four months’ pay. If he had paid at the fort some of the troopers would undoubtedly have deserted.

Leaving the Big Heart river, we reached the Little Missouri, where we camped for five days. While at this camp General Custer, with four companies…M,…A,…B…and K…went on a five days’ scouting expedition up the Little Missouri.

We saw a few signs of Indians, but nothing to indicate anything of importance…the scout on the whole proved uneventful…

We found the Little Missouri river swollen by the spring freshets, and had to swim our animals, getting our provisions and equipage thoroughly soaked, adding very much to our discomfort. In this vicinity we struck quite a severe snowstorm, which detained us for a couple of days. We struck Powder River…Here we remained three days. We left our wagon train, the artillery and infantry. Major Reno, with six companies of the Seventh Cavalry, companies I, L, C, F, E, and G, carrying six days’ rations for the men, and one-third forage for the horses, with horses and packmules started on a reconnaissance up the Powder river to its headwaters.

Twelve pack mules were assigned to each of the remaining companies, the remainder of the men carrying five days’ rations and forage. The men were in light marching order with no superfluous clothing.

We crossed the Powder river, losing a few of our packs…General Terry with one company of infantry went up the river on a steamboat. The remainder of the expedition…followed up the south bank of the Yellowstone, under command of Lieutenant Colonel Moore of the Sixth Infantry.

This detachment traveled up the river…and…At the mouth of Tongue river Major Reno joined the command with his six companies. During Reno’s scout he ran across the Indian trail, so reported to General Terry upon his return. General Custer formed a junction with the expedition under General Gibbon…After being joined by Reno’s battalion there were 15 days’ rations issued to the men, and one-half forage drawn for the horses.

Each company was issued about 12 or 15 pack mules, laden with rations, forage and ammunition, carrying several thousand rounds of pistol and carbine ammunition. Each company was provided with one Arapahora.

The forenoon of June 22 we had orders to get ready for a grand review, which we expected would soon take place. We got everything in readiness as far as possible, and at noon the Seventh cavalry, numbering a little over 600 men, passed out of camp and passed in review before General Terry, General Gibbon and General Custer. This was the last review for about 322 of those men.

We made a short march of about 15 miles up the Rosebud and went into camp early. We had orders that no trumpets should be sounded, and to build very small fires, which were to be extinguished immediately after leaving camp…

On the morning of June 23 we were up early and made a long day’s march. We were on a large Indian trail and we passed several of their old camps on that day’s march.

We were up early on the morning of June 24 and made another long day’s march, passing several of their old camps, and marching until after dark. We were rapidly closing up on the Indians. We went into camp supposing that we were to have a good night’s rest. About the middle of the night the officers went around from man to man and woke them up. We had orders to saddle up again, and we marched until just before daylight on the 25th.

As we marched very rapidly, some of the packs became loosened so we cut the ropes and let them go…We rode down into a ravine and went temporarily into camp without unsaddling the horses. We simply dropped down, threw the bridle rein over our arm and went to sleep, which was not an uncommon thing for a cavalryman to do on campaign.

It appears that General Custer and some of the scouts had gone ahead and got some information of the presence of the Indian camp. After Custer came back the officers were called and he gave directions about the battalion formations. We ate a hearty breakfast first and for our bill of fare had raw bacon, hardtack and cold water, which we relished very much.

Here General Custer split the regiment up into battalions…

About 150 pack mules constituted the pack train under an escort of Capt. Thomas M. McDougall with his own Troop B; also a detachment from each of the other 11 companies under the command of First Lieut. Edward G. Mathey of Troop M.

This pack train followed Custer’s trail, and later joined Reno’s battalion on the bluffs, which was very fortunate, as we almost ran out of ammunition.

We then rode over the divide. Lieutenant Hodgson, who was assigned as adjutant to Reno’s battalion, rode from front to rear of the battalion, giving orders to ride a little off from the preceding company, so that we would not raise a large dust cloud, which would warn the Indians of our approach.

After crossing the divide, we moved down through a small valley, and around the foot of the bluff. We saw a few abandoned lodges with the fronts of them tied up, and it appeared that General Crook’s command had an engagement on the seventeenth with some of those Indians, and as some of their chiefs were killed, their bodies were put in these lodges…although we did not know what they contained at the time, and I think Custer had preparations made to charge that camp, thinking it was an Indian camp. When we got as far as that, we could look down this little valley, and see objects ahead of us. We could not tell whether they were Indians or buffaloes.

At this point I understand that Custer gave the command to Reno to overtake those Indians, and he would support him, although I did not hear that order given myself. This was the last we saw of Custer’s battalion until we found their bodies on the morning of the twenty-seventh. Custer took his battalion and branched off to the right.

Reno’s battalion followed the valley right down from this point to the Little Big Horn river, and Benteen branched off to the left.

Reno’s battalion started down the valley, first on a trot, and then at a gallop, marching in columns of twos. Lieutenant Varnum, a very brave young officer in command of the scouts, rode ahead of Reno’s battalion. He swung his hat around in the air, and sung out to the men, “Thirty days’ furlough to the man who gets the first scalp.” We were very anxious for the furlough, but not so particular about the scalp.

We arrived at the bank of the Little Big Horn river and waded to the other side, and here there was a very strong current, and there was quicksand about three feet deep. On the other side of the river we made a short halt, dismounted, tightened our saddle girths, and then swung into our saddles. After mounting we came up, “Left front into line,” Captain French’s Company M, on the right and Lieutenant McIntosh’s company on the left, and Captain Moylan’s in the rear.

We were then in the valley of the Little Big Horn, and facing down stream. We started down on a trot and then on a slow gallop. Between the right of my company and the river bank there was quite a lot of underbrush, and bullberry bushes. Captain French gave me orders to take 10 men off to the right of my company and form a skirmish line…We advanced in that formation from one and a half to two miles, until we came to a heavy piece of timber.

Before we arrived at the timber, there was one shot fired away ahead of us…that was the first shot that I heard in the opening of the battle…and I had pretty good ears about that time…

Private James Turley of my troop when we arrived at the timber and had orders to halt, could not control his horse which carried him towards the Indian camp. That was the last I saw of him. He was a very nice young man…

When we got to the timber we rode down an embankment and dismounted. This was where the channel of the river changed and was probably several feet lower than the level of the prairie. We dismounted in haste, number four of each set of four holding the horses.

We came up onto higher ground forming a skirmish line from the timber towards the bluffs on the other side of the valley and facing down stream in the direction of the Indian camp…some of the men laid down while others knelt down.

At this particular place there was a prairiedog town and we used the mounds for temporary breast works. We got the skirmish line formed and here the Indians made their first charge. There were probably 500 of them coming from the direction of their village…well mounted and well armed. They tried to cut through our skirmish line. We fired volleys into them repulsing their charge and emptying a number of their saddles.

Lieutenant Hodgson walked up and down the line encouraging the men to keep cool and fire low.

Finally when they could not cut through us, they strung out in single file, lying on the opposite side of their ponies from us, and then they commenced to circle. They overlapped our skirmish line on the left and were closing in on the rear to complete the circle. We had orders to fall back to our horses. This was where the first man was killed, Sergt. Miles F. O’Hara of my troop M. He was a corporal going out on the expedition and promoted to a sergeant a few days before his death to replace Sergt. John Dolan, who was discharged, as his term of service had expired, and was back with the wagon train at Powder river. Sergeant O’Hara was considered a very fine soldier in M troop and we missed him very much.

In the Indian camp after the battle, when we were destroying it, we found the heads of three of our men tied together with wires and suspended from a lodge pole with their hair all burned off. We did not see their bodies there. The Indians probably threw them into the river. We got back to our horses and the orders were given to mount and this time some of the men became confused and some of them could not find their horses.

Major Reno had lost his hat and had a red handkerchief tied around his head. As we mounted I looked to the rear in the direction of the river and saw the Indians completing the circle, riding through the brush and lying flat on their ponies. I mentioned the fact to Captain French, saying: “Captain, the Indians are in our rear.” He answered: “Oh, no; those are General Custer’s men.” Just at that moment one of those Indians fired and Private George Lorentz of my company, who was number one of the first set of fours, was shot, the bullet striking him in the back of his neck and coming out of his mouth. He fell forward on his saddle and dropped to the ground. Just at that moment the Indians fired into us from all sides, and I said to Captain French of my company: “The best thing that we can do is to cut right through them.” By this time they had us surrounded. They were on higher ground than we were Major Reno rode up and said “Any of you men who wish to make your escape, follow me.”

The order was then given to charge, and away we went up the steep embankment, cutting through the Indians in a solid body, Major Reno being in advance. As we cut through them the fighting was hand to hand, and it was death to any man who fell from his horse, or was wounded and was not able to keep up with the command.

After cutting through we went back over the same ground, and then took a circle to the left to gain the bluffs at the nearest point. Here there was some pretty sharp fighting. The Indians were in great numbers on all sides of us. In this charge there were 30 men killed, my company losing 10, but we reached the river.

Bloody Knife…Charlie Reynolds…and Izar Dorman…were killed here. Lieutenant Hodgson was wounded, and had his horse shot, and Lieut. Donald McIntosh was killed. McIntosh was a brave and faithful officer, commanding Company G.

Lieutenant DeRudio and Fred Girard…and some 10 or 12 men became separated from the command and hid themselves in the woods, or under the river embankment, and some of those men told me afterwards that they stood in water up to their necks, under the embankment, to keep out of sight of the Indians. Two of those men were sergeants of my company, Charles White and Patrick Carney. They joined the command in the intrenchments on the bluff, after dark.

At this point the river was about 50 yards wide, and the water about two and a half feet deep, with a swift current. Lieutenant Hodgson asked one of the men to carry him across, he being wounded and his horse being shot. It was reported that a trumpeter from my company named Fisher, better known as “Bounce,” told him to hold on to his stirrup, and the horse drew the lieutenant as well as the rider across he river. He was shot a second time and killed. Now I know of three men who claim to have aided Hodgson.

The opposite bank of the river was very steep, and the only way to get up to the bluffs was through a buffalo trail worn on the bank, and only wide enough to let one man pass through at a time. Before we crossed the river the fighting was desperate and at close quarters.

In many instances the soldiers would empty their revolvers right into the breasts of the Indians, and after these were empty some were seen to throw them away, and grab their carbines, not having time to return their revolvers to their holsters. In my opinion, if Reno had remained in the timber a short time longer, not a man would have made his escape as the Indians outnumbered us 10 to one.

In scaling the bluff, Dr. DeWolf…was killed; also Sergeant Clair of Company K, William D. Myer, a farrier of company M, and Henry Gordon of the same company. Their bodies, with a number of others, lay under cover of our guns, so that the Indians did not get a chance to scalp them.

After we gained the bluffs we could look back upon the plains where the Indians were, and could see them stripping and scalping our men, and mutilating their bodies in a horrible manner. The prairie was all afire. The officers did all in their power to rally the men, and while they were doing so many were killed.

After the companies were formed the firing ceased, and we were joined by Benteen’s battalion, which was the first we had seen of him since the division of the regiment. Soon after, the pack train arrived, with company B, under Captain McDougall, which was very fortunate, as our ammunition was nearly exhausted, and we could not get supplies from any other source. We had several wounded men and we attended to them as well as the circumstances would permit. I understood at that time that Captain Weir with his company D, left the command there, and started in the direction General Custer took for a short distance, and then returned, although I did not see him.

Leaving two companies with the packs and wounded, Major Reno, with five companies, or what was left of them, proceeded in the direction we supposed General Custer took, and in the direction of the Indian camp.

We went in that direction for probably half a mile until we gained a high point and could overlook the Indian camp and the battlefield. We saw at a distance of from a mile and a half to two miles parties whom we supposed were Indians, riding back and forth, firing scattering shots. We thought that they were disposing of Custer’s wounded men, and this afterward proved true.

We halted for a few moments, and saw a large herd of ponies at the further end of the village, and could distinguish a large party of Indians coming towards the Indian camp. The prairie around the village and the first battlefield was all afire, having been set by the Indians to hide their movements.

At the top of this bluff we halted, and at the foot there was a ford, and this was where Custer had first encountered the Indians, as we found some of the dead bodies there two days afterwards. While we were on the bluffs the Indians again made their appearance, coming in large numbers from the direction in which we heard the firing. We exchanged several shots with them, and we lost a few men, and then had orders to fall back to our packs and wounded.

On our arrival there we dismounted in haste, putting the wounded in a low depression on the bluffs and put packs from the mules around them to shelter them…We then formed a circle of our pack mules and horses, forming a skirmish line all around the hole, and then lay down and waited for the Indians.

We had been in this position but a short time when they advanced in great numbers from the direction in which we came.

They made several charges upon us and we repulsed them every time. Finally they surrounded us…The company on my right had a number of men killed in a few minutes…one Indian in particular I must give credit for being a good shot.

While we were lying in this line he fired a shot and killed the fourth man on my right. Soon afterward he fired again and shot the third man. His third shot wounded the man on my right, who jumped back from the line, and down among the rest of the wounded. I thought my turn was coming next. I jumped up, with Captain French, and some half dozen members of my company, and, instead of firing straight to the front, as we had been doing…we wheeled to our right and put in a deadly volley, and I think we put an end to that Indian, as there were no more men killed at that particular spot.

Captain French was as brave an officer as ever served in the Seventh cavalry, and was known to have killed several Indians on different occasions…

When dark set in, it closed the engagement on the twenty-fifth. We went to work with what tools we had, consisting of two spades, our knives and tin cups, and, in fact, we used pieces of hard tack boxes for spades, and commenced throwing up temporary works. We also formed breastworks from boxes of hard bread, sacks of bacon, sacks of corn and oats, blankets, and in fact everything that we could get hold of.

During the night ammunition and rations reached us…in the lines, but we suffered severely from lack of water…During the night several men made attempts to get water, but they were killed or driven back…

The next morning, being the 26th, two shots were fired just before daylight by the Indians, in rapid succession. All this time we were wondering what had become of Custer and his troops. This began the engagement of another day…

Captain Benteen’s company particularly was hard pressed, and the men did their utmost to repulse those Indians who were gaining ground on the troops. Captain Benteen called out to Major Reno for re-enforcements, saying: “The Indians are doing their best to cut through my lines, and it will be impossible for me to hold my position much longer.” Captain French’s Company M was immediately withdrawn from that part of the line which they occupied, and rushed to the assistance of Captain Benteen’s company. Both companies made a charge on the Indians and drove them down the hill, but in doing so we lost a number of men…

Had the Indians been successful, the day would have been lost…as Captain Benteen said afterward.

Private James Tanner of Company M, was badly wounded in this charge, and his body lay on the side of the bluffs in an exposed position. There was a call for volunteers to bring him down, and I grabbed a blanket with three other men, rushed to his assistance, rolled him into the blanket, and made quick tracks in getting him from the side of the bluffs to where our wounded lay…he died in a few minutes.

There was a gray horse…that was ridden by Captain French…and an Indian shot him through the head. He was staggering about…and Private Henry C. Voyt, of my company, took hold of him to lead him out of the way of the other horses, and Voyt at the same instant had his brains blown out. We buried Private Tanner…and Voyt in the same grave the next morning. Then we made a head board out of a piece of hard tack box, and marked their names with a lead pencil on the board, and drove it into the ground.

Late in the day the fire of the Indians slackened, except on the point of a high bluff in the direction…Custer had gone…

Captain French…asked me if I could do anything about those Indians…I told the captain that I would try, and as I was the owner of a 15-pound Sharp’s telescope rifle, caliber.45, which I had had made in Bismarck before the expedition started out, and which cost me $100. I fired a couple of shots until I got range of that group of Indians. Then I put in half a dozen shots in rapid succession, and those Indians scampered away…and the boys set up quite a cheer.

The Indians all…moved back to their encampment. We could see them pulling down their lodges …In a short time they…moved out from their camp up the valley of the Little Big Horn, and over the field where Major Reno’s battalion fought…and where his dead lay. It was the largest body of Indians that I ever saw move together at one time.

I have seen the Cheyennes, the Arapahoes, the Kiowas, the Apaches and the Comanches move together in the Indian territory, and in Kansas years before, while campaigning there under General Custer. I should say that there were about double the number moving out from this camp.

When they moved, the captain of my company, Thomas H. French, and I fired into them while they remained in range of our two guns, and those were the last shots fired in the battle of the Little Big Horn. That was well known by every man in Reno’s battalion.

Major Reno, Captain French, Captain Benteen, Captain McDougall, Captain Weir, Lieutenant Godfrey and, in fact all of the officers did a that they could in order to defeat the Indians, and some of the officers must have had a charmed life the way they stood up under this heavy fire.

I think the Indians took some of our men prisoner, and when other reinforcements joined us we found what appeared to be human bones, and parts of blue uniforms, where the men had been tied to stakes and trees. Some of the bodies of our officers were not found, at least not at that time. Among them were Lieutenants Harrington, Porter and Sturgis. I understood that some parts of their clothing, uniform or gauntlet gloves were found on the field, which showed that they were killed. In burying the dead many of the bodies were not identified…

Reno’s command lost, between the engagement in the bottom and the entrenchments on the bluffs, somewhere about 45 men killed and 60 wounded…In my company, out of 45 men and horses that went into the engagement, 14 men and the second lieutenant were killed, 10 wounded, and we lost about 15 horses killed or disabled.

That night everything was quiet…The next morning…where the Indian camp was…we saw that it was deserted…On the other side…we noticed a large cloud of dust arising, and a large body of either Indians or troops coming…

Some of the officers turned their field glasses on, and thought they were troops. Reno immediately dispatched a couple of his scouts, and it proved to be the balance of our expedition, and General Gibbon’s command under General Alfred Terry. It appears that they came through Custer’s battlefield, and they counted the dead bodies of 207 men.

They then crossed the river into the deserted Indian camp, and followed up the valley until they struck that part of the field where Reno’s dead lay…General Terry and his officers rode across the river and joined our officers on the bluffs, and it made our hearts jump to see those men.

As soon as Terry’s officers notified Reno and his officers what they had found on the Custer battlefield, Reno’s command went to work and buried all the dead that lay on the bluffs. The unexpected news filled the hearts of all the men with sadness…

Terry’s men…carried our wounded men all down from the bluffs to their camp…we examined the horses thoroughly, and any of them that had been wounded and would not live, we killed. Some of the men hated to part with their horses, but there was nothing else to do.

Then five companies of Reno’s command moved over the range of bluffs, in the direction of the Custer battlefield. At the end of this bluff there was a ford, and I think Custer attempted to cross at that point to the Indian’s camp, as we found some of the bodies of his men lying there. Those were the first bodies we found belonging to Custer’s command…

***Too much cannot be said in favor of Captain Benteen. His prompt movements saved Reno from utter annihilation, and his gallantry cleared the ravines of Indians and opened the way for water for the suffering wounded. In Captain Benteen, Reno found one whose advice and assistance was invaluable.

Dr. Porter was in the thickest of the fray in that wild run for life made by Reno and his men in their desperate efforts to reach the ford ahead of the Indians, in their race for scalps. With officers and soldiers passing and being passed by each other, at length running pell mell into the jam of men and horses in the narrow pass at the ford. Porter concedes the highest praise to Mathey, who as soon as the crest of the hill was reached, with his own hands made a barricade of dead animals and commissary and medical stores from the pack mules, behind which the wounded rapidly increased from 10 to 52. Dr. Porter also spoke in the highest terms of Fred Girard, who aided him during the battle in making a couple of amputations, and gave him invaluable assistance in other respects.

Girard was the only man in the command besides Porter having any medical knowledge. Dr. Lord was killed with General Custer’s command, and DeWolf was killed in Reno’s command on the side of the hill.

A comparison of the material following the *** with Ryan’s previous account leads me to the conclusion that the later words are those of the Tribune’s reporter and not of Ryan. Note especially the reference to Reno’s withdrawal from the timber as “that wild run for life,” when Ryan always speaks of it as a charge. Note also the totally anachronistic story of Mathey, a mistake which Ryan would never have made and which is belied in his own account and note the specific and highly accurate mention of the number of wounded, total ignorance of which Ryan betrays in his account. The tense changes from first person to third person after the ***, and there is a definite change in the quality of the writing. All in all, sufficient evidence exists to indicate a change in authorship.

Ryan himself makes a few minor errors of fact. Private Turley’s name was Henry, not James, and he was killed on the retreat from the timber, having ridden his runaway horse around in a circle. The sergeants he mentions as having been left in the timber rejoined the Reno command during the Weir advance, not after dark. It is interesting that Ryan says nothing about the skirmish line advancing on foot. According to him, the initial halt was at the timber, and the line was thrown out from there.

Ryan’s details of the advance down the bluffs also contain some misinformation and his general descriptions of casualties suffered are definitely misleading. There were only four men killed on the hilltop on 25 June, two of them from Company K, although Ryan says that the “officers did all in their power to rally the men and while they were doing so many were killed” also that the company on his right “had a number of men killed in a few minutes”. The Company on his right was McDougall’s B, which lost only one man on the 25th.

Ryan also states that “we lost a few men” during the Weir advance and withdrawal, but actually only one man was lost Vincent Charlie who was left behind wounded and found dead on the 27th. His version of moving down to Custer’s field on the 27th is also erroneous. Reno did not take five companies. The initial visit was by Benteen with his H Company. The rest of the regiment, except perhaps for a few of the officers, did not visit the field until they buried the dead on the 28th.

Despite its few and mainly inconsequential, inaccuracies, Ryan’s account is lucid and extremely informative. Like most of the men of Reno’s battalion, he sees nothing to criticize in the withdrawal from the timber and characterizes it as a charge. Like most of Reno’s men, he thinks the battalion would have been destroyed in a very short time had it been kept in the timber.





[CN] 3.100
 [CT] SITTING BULL: STORY OF THE FIGHTS ON THE LITTLE HORN, GIVEN AT FORT WALSH, NORTHWEST TERRITORIES, CANADA, OCTOBER 17, 1877 AND PUBLISHED IN THE NEW YORK HERALD, NOVEMBER 16, 1877

On 17 October 1877, Sitting Bull sat down with some members of a United States commission, including General Alfred Terry, to discuss the potential for his leaving Canada and surrendering to United States authority. The purpose of conference did not materialize as any student of the history of this period will already know, for Sitting Bull and his followers did not cross back into the States and surrender themselves until 1881.

The conference was duly reported by a correspondent from the New York Herald, who later had his own conference with the Hunkpapa leader, accompanied by Major James Walsh of the Royal Northwest Mounted Police. Anyone who is not familiar with the legendary exploits of Major Walsh and who is at all interested in the history of the confrontation between whites and aboriginal peoples as the frontier was pushed westward, should take the first opportunity afforded to study the life and career of this remarkable man. Walsh is every bit as interesting a character as any who lived on the frontier - he just is not as well known, especially in the United States.

In any event, the Herald correspondent whipped up another lengthy article, this one reporting his meeting and interview with Sitting Bull. This article represents the earliest known published interview with the chief and although it seems awfully flowery in its language, probably indicating that it reflects more of the Herald man than of the interviewee, it does contain much of interest. It certainly deserves inclusion here, if only for its stature as the first and only reasonably authenticated Sitting Bull narrative.

A map of the battlefield accompanied the published article, but its scale is all wrong and some of the details are undeniably seriously flawed. Although it supposedly incorporated changes put forward by Sitting Bull, I have not included it here as it is of little value. I have also edited the article rather extensively, so as to omit most of what I consider to be extraneous material. A lengthy commentary did not seem necessary.

…Sitting Bull and his chiefs so hated the “Americans,” especially the American officers, that they had nothing for them but the disdain evinced in the speeches I have reported to you. After the talk with Generals Terry and Lawrence the Indians retired to their quarters.

But through the intercession of Major Walsh, Sitting Bull was persuaded at nightfall to hold a special conference with me…He was told by Major Walsh that I was a great paper chief who talked with a million tongues to all the people in the world. Said the Major: “…tells the truth; he does not lie…The Long Haired Chief…was his friend. He wants to hear from you how he fought and whether he met death like a brave.”

This was the first time that Sitting Bull had condescended, not merely to visit but to address a white man from the United States. During the long years of his domination he had withstood, with his bands, every attempt on the part of the United States government at a compromise of interests. He had refused all proffers, declined any treaty. He had never been beaten in a battle with United States troops; on the contrary, his warriors had been victorious over the pride of our army…

I turned to the interpreter and said:

“Explain again to Sitting Bull that he is with a friend.”

The interpreter explained.

Then the dialogue went on. I give it literally.

“You are a great chief,” said I.

“I am no chief.”

“What are you?”

“I am,” said he…“a man.”

“What does he mean?” I inquired, turning to Major Walsh.

“He means,” responded the Major, “to keep you in ignorance of his secret if he can. His position among his bands is anomalous. His own tribes, the Uncpapas, are not all in fealty to him. Parts of nearly twenty different tribes [bands] of Sioux, besides a remnant of the Uncpapas, abide with him. So far as I have learned he rules over these fragments of tribes, which compose his camp of 2,500, including between 800 and 900 warriors, by sheer compelling force of intellect and will. I believe that he understands nothing particularly of war or military tactics, at least not enough to give him the skill or the right to command warriors in battle. He is supposed to have guided the fortunes of several battles, including the fight in which Custer fell. That supposition, as you will presently find, is partially erroneous. His word was always potent in the camp or in the field, but he has usually left to the war chiefs the duties appertaining to engagements. When the crisis came he gave his opinion, which was accepted as law.”

“Was he, is he, a mere medicine man?”

“Don’t for the world,” replied the Major, “intimate to him…that he is a mere medicine man. He would deem that an insult. In point of fact he is a medicine man, but a far greater, more influential medicine man than any savage I have ever known…”

“…You do not love the Americans?”

“Listen…I told them today what my notions were - that I did not want to go back there. Every time that I had any difficulty with them they struck me first. I want to live in peace…”

“…I never taught my people to, trust Americans. I have told them the truth - that the Americans are great liars. I have never dealt with the Americans. Why should I? The land belonged to my people. I say never dealt with them - I mean I never treated with them in a way to surrender my people’s rights. I traded with them, but I always gave full value for what I got. I never asked the United States government to make me presents of blankets or cloth or anything of that kind. The most I did was to ask them to send me an honest trader…I told them I did not want to fight.”

“But you fought.”

“At last, yes; but not until after I had tried hard to prevent a fight. At first my young men, when they began to talk bad, stole five American horses. I took the horses away from them and gave them back to the Americans. It did no good. By and by we had to fight.”

It was at this juncture that I began to question the great savage before me in regard to the most disastrous, most mysterious Indian battle of the century - Custer’s encounter with the Sioux on the [Little] Big Horn…

…It should be understood, moreover, that, inasmuch as every white man with Custer perished, and no other white man, save one or two scouts, had conferred with Sitting Bull or any of his chiefs since the awful day, this is the first authentic story of the conflict which can possibly have appeared out of the lips of a survivor. It has the more historical value since it comes from the chief among Custer’s and Reno’s foes…

The Indian village, consisting of camps of Cheyennes, Ogalallas, Minneconjous and Uncpapas, was nearly three miles long…Reno crossed the Little Big Horn, formed his first line just south of the crossing, and charged. He says: -

“I deployed, and, with the Ree scouts on my left, charged down the valley with great ease for about two and a half miles.” Reno, instead of holding the ground thus gained, retreated, being hard pressed. The map shows the timber in which he made a temporary stand, and it shows, too, his line of retreat back over the valley, and across the Little Big Horn and up the bluffs, on the summit of which he intrenched himself late in the afternoon.

The map expresses the fact that Custer’s march to the ford where he attempted to cross the Little Big Horn and attack the Indians in their rear was much longer than Reno’s march, consequently Custer’s assault was not made until after Reno’s [the map has not been reproduced, as it contains a multitude of inaccuracies, including almost everything the writer has just mentioned] …

The testimony of Sitting Bull…is the more convincing and important from the very fact of the one erroneous impression he derived as to the identity of the officers in command of the forces which assailed his camp. He confounds Reno with Custer. He supposes that one and the same general crossed the Little Big Horn where Reno crossed, charged as Reno charged, retreated as Reno retreated back over the river and then pursued the line of Custer’s march, attacked as Custer attacked and fell as Custer fell [this is a rather amazing theorem - that inaccuracies prove correctness].

“Did you know the Long Haired Chief?” I asked Sitting Bull.

“No”.

“What! You had never seen him?”

“No. Many of the chiefs knew him.”

“What did they think of him?”

“He was a great warrior.”

“Was he brave?”

“He was a mighty chief.”

“Now, tell me. Here is something that I wish to know. Big lies are told about the fight in which the Long Haired Chief was killed. He was my friend. No one has come back to tell the truth about him, or about that fight. You were there; you know. Your chiefs know. I want to hear something that forked tongues do not tell - the truth.”

“It is well.”

Here I drew forth the map…and explained to him the names and situations represented on it, and he smiled.

“We thought we were whipped,” he said.

“Ah! Did you think the soldiers were too many for you?”

“Not at first; but by-and-by, yes. Afterwards, no.”

“…Where was the Indian camp first attacked?”

“Here” (pointing to Reno’s crossing on the map).

“About what time in the day was that?”

“It was some two hours past the time when the sun is in the center of the sky.”

“What white chief was it who came over there against your warriors?”

“The Long Hair.”

“Are you sure?”

“The Long Hair commanded.”

“But you did not see him?”

“I have said that I never saw him.”

“Did any of the chiefs see him?”

“Not here, but there,” pointing to the place where Custer charged and was repulsed on the north bank of the Little Big Horn…

“Was there a good fight here, on the right side of the map?”

“It was so,” said Sitting Bull, raising his hands. “I was lying in my lodge. Some young men ran into me and said: ‘The Long Hair is in the camp. Get up. They are firing into the camp.’ I said, all right. I jumped up and stepped out of my lodge.”

“Where was your lodge?”

“Here, with my people,” answered Sitting Bull, pointing to the group of Uncpapa lodges, designated as “abandoned lodges” on the map.

“So the first attack was made then, on the right side of the map, and upon the lodges of the Uncpapas?”

“Yes The old men, the squaws and the children were hurried away Some of the Minneconjou women and children also left their lodges when the attack began.”

“Did you retreat at first?”

“Oh, we fell back, but it was not, what warriors call a retreat; it was to gain time. It was the Long Hair who retreated. My people fought him here in the brush…and he fell back across here (placing his finger on the line of Reno’s retreat to the northern bluffs)…

“What afterward occurred? Was there any heavy fighting after the retreat of the soldiers to the bluffs?”

“Not then; not there.”

“Where, then?”

“Why, down here;” and Sitting Bull indicated with his finger the place where Custer approached and touched the river. “That,” said he, “was where the big fight was fought, a little later. After the Long Hair was driven back to the bluffs he…went down to see if he could not beat us there.”

“You say that when the first attack was made, up here on the right side of the map, the old men and the squaws and children ran down the valley toward the left. What did they do when this second attack came from up here toward the left?”

“They ran back again to the right.”

“And where did the warriors run?”

“They ran to the fight - the big fight.”

“So that, in the afternoon, after the fight on the right hand side of the map was over, and after the big fight toward the left side began, you say that the squaws and children all returned to the right hand side, and that the warriors, the fighting men of all the Indian camps, ran to the place where the big fight was going on?”

“Yes.”

“Why was that? Were not some of the warriors left in front of these intrenchments on the bluffs? Did you not think it necessary, did not your war chiefs think it necessary, to keep some of your young men there to fight the troops who had retreated to those intrenchments?”

“You have forgotten that only a few soldiers were left by the Long Hair on those bluffs. He took the main body of his soldiers with him to make the big fight down here on the left.”

“Well then,” I inquired of Sitting Bull, “Did the cavalry, who came down and made the big fight, fight?”

Again Sitting Bull smiled.

“They fought. Many young men are missing from our lodges. But is there an American squaw who has her husband left? Were there any Americans left to tell the story of that day? No.”

“How did they act? How did they behave themselves?”

At this Sitting Bull again arose. I also arose from my seat, as did the other persons in the room, except the stenographer.

“Your people,” said Sitting Bull, extending his right hand, “were killed. I tell no lies about dead men. These men who came with the Long Hair were as good men as ever fought. When they rode up their horses were tired and they were tired. When they got off their horses they could not stand firmly on their feet. They swayed to and fro - so my young men have told me - like the limbs of cypresses in a great wind. Some of them staggered under the weight of their guns. But they began to fight at once; but by this time, as I have said, our camps were aroused, and there were plenty of warriors to meet them. They fired with needle guns. We replied with magazine guns - repeating rifles. It was so (and here Sitting Bull illustrated by patting his palms together with the rapidity of a fusilade). Our young men rained lead across the river and drove the white braves back, and then they rushed across themselves and found that they had a good deal to do.”

“Was there at that time some doubt about the issue of the battle, whether you would whip the Long Hair or not?”

“There was so much doubt about it that I started down there (here again pointing to the map) to tell the squaws to pack up the lodges and get ready to move away. “

“You did not personally witness the rest of the big fight? You were not engaged in it?”

“No. I have heard of it from the warriors.”

“When the great crowds of your young men crossed the river in front of the Long Hair what did they do? Did they attempt to assault him directly in his front?”

“At first they did, but afterward they found it better to try and get around him. They formed themselves on all sides of him except just at his back.”

“How long did it take them to put themselves around his flanks?”

“As long as it takes the sun to travel from here to here” (indicating some marks upon his arm with which apparently he is used to gauge the progress of the shadow of his lodge across his arm, and probably meaning half an hour. An Indian has no more definite way than this to express the lapse of time).

“The trouble was with the soldiers,” he continued; “they were so exhausted and their horses bothered them so much that they could not take good aim. Some of their horses broke away from them and left them to stand and drop and die. When the Long Hair, the General, found that he was so outnumbered and threatened on his flanks, he took the best course he could have taken. The bugle blew. It was an order to fall back. All the men fell back fighting and dropping. They could not fire fast enough, though. But from our side it was so,” said Sitting Bull, and here he clapped his hands rapidly twice a second to express with what quickness and continuance the balls flew from the Henry and Winchester rifles wielded by the Indians. “They could not stand up under such a fire,” he added.

“Were there any military tactics shown? Did the Long Haired Chief make any disposition of his soldiers, or did it seem as though they retreated all together, helter skelter, fighting for their 1ives?”

“They kept in pretty good order. Some great chief must have commanded them all the while. They would fall back across a coulee and make a fresh stand beyond on higher ground…just above the Little Big Horn. There was one part driven out there, away from the rest, and there a great many men were killed. There were no cowards on either side.”

I inquired of Sitting Bull, “How long did this big fight continue?”

“The sun was there,” he answered, pointing to within two hours from the western horizon.

“You cannot certainly depend,” here observed Major Walsh, “upon Sitting Bull’s or any other Indian’s statement in regard to time or numbers. But his answer, indeed all his answers, exactly correspond to the replies to similar questions of my own. If you will proceed you will obtain from him in a few moments some important testimony.”

I went on to interrogate Sitting Bull:-

“This big fight, then, extended through three hours?”

“Through most of the going forward of the sun.”

“Where was the Long Hair most of the time?”

“I have talked with my people; I cannot find one who saw the Long Hair until just before he died. He did not wear his long hair as he used to wear it. His hair was like yours,” said Sitting Bull, playfully touching my forehead with his taper fingers. “It was short, but it was of the color of the grass when the frost comes.”

“Did you hear from your people how he died? Did he die on horseback?”

“No. None of them died on horseback.”

“All were dismounted?”

“Yes.”

“And Custer, the Long Hair?”

“Well, I have understood that there were a great many brave men in that fight, and that from time to time, while it was going on, they were shot down like pigs. They could not help themselves. One by one the officers fell. I believe the Long Hair rode across once from this place down here (meaning the place where Tom Custer’s and Smith’s companies were killed) to this place up here (indicating the spot on the map where Custer fell), but I am not sure about this. Any way it was said that up there where the last fight took place, where the last stand was made, the Long Hair stood like a sheaf of corn with all the ears fallen around him…he killed a man when he fell. He laughed…he had fired his last shot…[from a pistol]. He rose up on his hands and tried another shot, but his pistol would not go off. One [other] man was kneeling; that was all. But he died before the Long Hair. All this was far up on the bluffs, far away from the Sioux encampments. I did not see it. It is told to me. But it is true.”

“The Long Hair was not scalped?”

“My people did not want his scalp…he was a great chief. At one time…I started down to tell the squaws to strike the lodges. I was then on my way up to the right end of the camp, where the first attack was made on us. But before I reached that end of the camp where the Minneconjou and Uncpapa squaws and children were and where some of the other squaws - Cheyennes and Ogalallas - had gone, I was overtaken by one of the young warriors, who had just come down from the fight. He called out to me. He said:- ‘No use to leave the camp; every white man is killed.’ [see Appendix 3.63 - “We have killed them all; put up your lodges where they are.”] So I stopped and went no further. I turned back, and by and by I met the warriors returning.”

“But in the meantime,” I asked, “Were there no warriors occupied up here at the right end of the camp? Was nobody left, except the squaws and the children and the old men, to take care of that end of the camp? Was nobody ready to defend it against the soldiers in those intrenchments up there?”

“Oh,” replied Sitting Bull again, “There was no need to waste warriors in that direction. There were only a few soldiers there in those intrenchments, and we knew they wouldn’t dare to come out…[even though they could hear the firing from the Custer fight]. The squaws who were gathered down in the valley of the river heard…the guns could have been heard three miles and more.”

[CN] 3.101
 [CT] SOLDIER, ARIKARA SCOUT: FROM THE ARIKARA NARRATIVE AND FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH WALTER MASON CAMP, C. JULY 1912

Soldier was one of the Ree scouts on the Little Horn campaign, serving his thirteenth hitch as an enlisted scout for the army. He was at the Little Horn but did not participate in any of the fights, having been left behind during the advance because his horse was “good looking but he was lazy.” Soldier is mentioned in the accounts of other scouts, particularly Little Sioux and the reader is referred to those narratives, which are also reproduced in this appendix.

Like the accounts of the others, Soldier’s narratives contain a few inconsistencies and mixed-up time frames. Many of these are unquestionably due to translation errors, but some remain to be reconciled. It is only when the stories are taken as a whole and used in conjunction with other sources that their extreme value becomes evident. Nevertheless, his accounts have a strong ring of authenticity, as indeed do those of all of the Ree scouts. I have edited both accounts slightly and have added minimal comments where I felt them to be of value.

FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH WALTER CAMP, PROBABLY IN JULY 1912.

…we camped third night [up Rosebud] on abandoned Indian camp and found a stone with two bulls [buffalo] drawn on it. On one bull was drawn a bullet and on the other a lance. The two bulls were charging toward each other. Custer asked Bloody Knife to translate it, and Bloody Knife said it meant a hard battle would occur if an enemy came that way.

[On] Reno’s scout, William Baker, Forked Horn, Young Hawk, One Feather [and Soldier] went up Powder and across to Tongue. On this we discovered an abandoned Sioux camp, and Forked Horn advised Reno that Sioux too many. Custer sent five back to Powder River with dispatches. I wanted to go back…because my father Horns in Front was sick there…but Custer would not let me go.

…Starting at the lone tepee we began the charge. My horse was slow and I was left behind. I have always been sorry that I did not get an opportunity to fire a shot in that battle.

A messenger [probably from Varnum or Hare who were ahead on the flanks] met the general, and Custer took off his buckskin coat and tied it on behind his saddle. Custer rode up and down the line talking to the soldiers. The soldiers cheered and some tied handkerchiefs around their heads and threw hats away. They gave a big cheer and went ahead, but my lazy old horse straggled behind [This was some distance down Ash Creek, not, as some writers have supposed, after Reno had crossed the Little Horn]. I saw where we had crossed the river, and I was a long way behind the soldiers. There were other stragglers between me and Custer. The ones nearest to me were White Eagle and Bull [Bellow]. Stabbed [Stab] was behind, came up behind me and explained that he had been out with a message to soldiers over to east (Benteen). Stabbed had a lot of Winchester cartridges in a feed bag, which he gave me to take along. He said there were many Sioux and there would be a big fight, and if he came back he would stay with me and we would make a stand. Stabbed had a Winchester. I had a long infantry gun with two bands [The story of Stabbed having carried a message to Benteen has never been mentioned by any member of Benteen’s battalion].

I, White Eagle, and Bull followed Custer and five companies. We came upon a white soldier whose horse had given out, and he was kicking the horse and striking him with his fist and saying “Me go Custer. Me go Custer.” [There were several stragglers from Custer’s column, but this may have been Peter Thompson]. As we went up a little dip we looked over and saw the valley full of Sioux tepees, and I would estimate that there were eight or nine big circles. The first (Hunkpapa) camp was breaking up. If I had had a good horse, I probably would have kept up to Custer and been killed with him. I soon came across a second soldier whose horse was down, overcome by heat, and he could not get him up and was swearing and calling him a son of a bitch and kicking him.

Just after this I saw Ree scouts who had captured horses come up the ridge and Strikes Two said: “Leader, I will give you this spotted horse that is leading the herd.” Where they came up the river ran right along the foot of the bluff. Strikes Two said, “Don’t take him out. We will drive the whole herd back to lone tepee.” We started back and saw the pack mules coming along by lone tepee. Again my horse could not keep up, and Red Star [White Calf, Strike Bear] came up behind me and said, “Uncle, do you see that mouse-colored horse with a white belly? I captured him and you may have him, so take care of him.” I took him and brought him back…and he lived many years…I was following the herd back toward lone tepee. We came to the two soldiers whose horses had given out. They were together and on foot on the side of the hill. Five Sioux came up, following us. These two soldiers became separated and the Sioux circled them and we supposed killed them both. We drove the horses back and met the packs. I was still behind. When I got up to them, all of the Rees had picked fresh horses and changed, and Red Star was riding the big horse that Strikes Two wanted me to ride. I then picked a spotted one, and when I got saddled up, I followed back to bluff over river [North Fork of Ash Creek].

When got there could not see any fighting going on and thought that fighting must be all stopped. Soon we saw survivors of valley fight coming up the ridge. Little Brave’s spotted horse came up with the rest. Red Bear [Good Elk] came straggling up without any shoes, and the boys picked the prickly pear prongs out of his feet. I soon recognized Bobtail Bull’s horse. Strikes Two remarked that Bobtail Bull must have been killed in the fight [he had been]. Horse had bridle, saddle, and blanket tied to horn of saddle. I went to Gerard [it could not have been Gerard, who didn’t come out of the valley until the next day] and showed him Bobtail Bull’s horse, and Gerard told us to catch him. I went and took the blanket and said I would keep it. Horse had a curbed bit and fancy trimmings. Stab took the bridle. Horse had no picket rope. Stab proposed that we follow the ridge toward where Custer had gone. We did so. Sioux were coming and getting around us before we got to end of ridge. A group of soldiers stood on the ridge behind us. The party was Stab, Strikes Two, Boy Chief, Strike Lodge, Little Sioux, Soldier, Karu [Caroo] Watoksha [Bear Waiting], Mahcpiya Sha [White Cloud], and Cross [Billy Cross]. The Sioux now attacked us and drove us and the soldiers, and we went back beyond the lone tepee. Stab was riding one of the two captured mules, and his own horse was put in the captured herd.

A band of Sioux pressed us hard, and one of them painted red, riding a bay horse with bald face, nearly caught up with us. Piece of yellow cloth tied in his hair. We agreed to go ahead a ways and turn around and fight. I took a shot at him, and he dodged. That was all the damage I did him. He was so close that others of us shot at him, and Stab claimed he had hit him, as he acted as if hit. This Sioux now turned and rode back on the trail we had come. Years afterward, A Sioux, Plenty Crow, from Cheyenne River Reservation, verified the fact that this was Cheyenne and we had hit him. From this point we started toward the Powder late in p.m. but before sundown. Struck Rosebud before dark.

…We traveled all night to site of old Sioux Sundance (mouth of Lamedeer Creek near where agency now is) and got there…at daylight June 26…We stopped once and shot sage hens and cooked them. This was the only time our horses grazed until we got to mouth of Rosebud. There we got old moldy crackers.

The party that brought the captured herd from Little Bighorn were Share [Pretty Face], White Eagle, Whole Buffalo [Buffalo Ancestor, Bear Come Out], Bull, Bull Water [Bull in the Water], Red Bear, Red Star [White Calf, Strike Bear], One Feather, and Red Wolf [Bush]. There were eight with the horses and ten in our party on way back to Powder [the accounts of the scouts tend to be confusing in their jumping back and forth in time and space, and in the use of alternate names. This has led many writers to conclude that only one party of ten men traveled back along the trail, when in fact there were two different parties as noted by Soldier].

…at mouth of Rosebud, Black Fox overtook us, leading a horse. He had run away with the Crows and left them and overtook us. The Crows told him how to get to mouth Rosebud. We now had eleven in our party, as follows: Soldier, Stabbed, Strikes Two, Boy Chief, Strike Lodge, Little Sioux, Karu, Watoksha, Mahcpiya Sha, Black Fox, and Billy Cross, called “Leska”…

The party of eleven got to Powder River first. Billy Cross…left us at mouth Rosebud and beat us a little in reaching Powder River…We got to Powder a little after noon [next day]. Never heard of a horse playing out in either party…while on way back to Powder.

Four or five days after we got to Powder, steamboat arrived with wounded soldiers. Goose was among these wounded…

[The following notation is by Walter Camp]

At the end of this interview I was showing Soldier pictures of officers…When I showed Soldier picture of Lieutenant Cooke, he kissed it, saying that he was a lovable man, his very breath being nothing but kindness…

The next item is quoted from Col. W. Graham’s “The Custer Myth.” The material within the quote marks is undoubtedly from Soldier, as a comparison with his narratives will show. The date of the letter is not given and Graham, as is his wont, does not give any sources or bibliography for his work.

FROM A LETTER TO PETER THOMPSON FROM WALTER CAMP

“I was riding a slow horse that had become tired out, and this put me behind the command. There were two other Ree scouts with me. We passed the lone tepee and came to the place where the trail of the soldiers separated, one trail keeping on down the creek toward the Little Bighorn, and the other taking off to the right, in a direction down the river. We three Rees [Soldier, White Eagle and Bull] took the right-hand trail, which we afterward learned was the way Custer had gone.

“We followed this right-hand trail and came to the bluffs overlooking the Little Bighorn, and after going some farther we came upon a soldier whose horse had given out. He was kicking the horse and striking him with his fist, and saying: ‘Me go Custer! Me go Custer,’ at the same time pointing in the direction that Custer and the five companies had gone.

“We went up a little dip and came in view of the Sioux camp in the valley, and soon came up to another soldier whose horse was down, overcome by the heat, and he could not get him up. He was kicking the horse and swearing and calling the horse a son of a b----. We went on some distance and then turned back, going along the bluffs in a direction up the river. We again saw the two soldiers whose horses had given out. They were together, and on foot, on the side of the bluffs. Five Sioux came up over the bluff, from the valley, following us. We went on, and the last we saw of the two soldiers they had separated and the five Sioux were circling them. We always supposed that these two soldiers were killed right there, as they were afoot and the Sioux had them where they could not very well get away.”

When I told this Ree that at least one of the two soldiers whom he had seen surrounded by the five Sioux was still living he would not believe me.

It is unfortunate that Soldier was not more specific in his routings and distances. Had he been, it could be determined whether either or both of these soldiers survived. As it is we can only go by circumstantial evidence, which shows that four human skeletons have been discovered over the years in areas which might fit Soldier’s accounts. Three were found in 1958 about 300 yards slightly north of east from Reno’s intrenched position. Another was found about 400 yards northwest from the same position. So we will never know for certain. In the meanwhile, Soldier’s story does lend credence to that of Thompson, which is not generally accepted, at least in its entirety, by Custer historians.

FROM THE ARIKARA NARRATIVE

…his horse was behind from the start. They started to go very fast from just beyond the lone tepee. As the charge went on, the poor horses trailed out far behind. As he started on he heard a whistle behind him and he saw Stabbed coming up. He had been detailed to follow up a trail to the left…At this point he heard the firing begin…about two miles away. Soldier first caught up with White Eagle and the two rode on together until they caught up with Bull. Stabbed rode on ahead to the end of the ridge east of the river and the three scouts followed him. At the ridge they began to see signs of Custer’s march off to the east. They could see the trails through the grass. Here they found a white soldier trying to get his horse up, he was cursing and swearing, pounding his horses head with his fists and kicking him under the belly. Here the…trails were very plain. Soon a little farther up the ridge, they found another soldier with his horse down. This soldier indicated by signs that he belonged to Custer’s command. From the ridge they saw the whole Dakota camp and the battlefield. At this point Soldier was riding very hard. He saw Bob-tailed Bull far out at the end of the line and many Dakotas riding behind the ridge at the left. He met on the ridge some of the Arikara scouts driving off the Dakota horses from between the ridge and the river. He saw some shooting at the end of the ridge over which the Dakotas were to charge later on down upon Bob-tailed Bull…they met Red Wolf [Bush] and Strikes-the-Lodge. Stabbed now came back and joined the party. Soldier saw many Dakota tents go down and many of the Dakotas swarming back and forth at the end of the village nearest where the fighting was going on. Now the Arikara scouts, Stabbed, Strikes-the-Lodge, Red Wolf, White Eagle, Soldier, Red Star, and Strikes Two, headed the horses [away from the ridge]…

[CN] 3.102
 [CT] SPOTTED HORN BULL (MRS.), HUNKPAPA: AS PUBLISHED IN THE SAINT PAUL PIONEER PRESS MAY 19, 1883 AND AS GIVEN BY MAJOR J. S. MCLAUGHLIN IN HIS MY FRIEND THE INDIAN, 1910

The story of the wife of the Hunkpapa, Spotted Horn Bull [Tatanka-he-gle-ska] first appeared in the Saint Paul Pioneer Press edition of 19 May 1883. It later appeared, in a shorter form, and ostensibly in her own words, in ‘My Friend the Indian’, the work of Major James S. McLaughlin, the long-time agent at Standing Rock Agency. Both versions are basically identical, although differing in a couple of very important respects and carry a ring of authenticity, since they represent the story of a supposed eyewitness to the events described. There are however, several contentious points contained in them and they are full of errors of fact. As records of history, they are not worth very much, but they have been considered “classics” of Indian accounts and have been both quoted in, and widely-used as, sources for many previous histories of the Little Horn fights.

They are reproduced here for those reasons - in edited form and with a minimum of commentary. It must be noted that the initial account was written by the reporter based upon answers to questions put to Mrs. Spotted Horn Bull [Mrs. Tatanka] and to her husband, who also participated in the interview - but to a much lesser extent. There are some direct quotes attributed to Mrs. Tatanka and to her husband, but the article is largely in the words of “your correspondent.” A very rudimentary map of the battlefield is discussed in and accompanies the Pioneer Press article. Purportedly the work of Mrs. Tatanka, it is of little value to any real understanding of the battle and is not terribly accurate. I have omitted it for those reasons.

FROM THE SAINT PAUL PIONEER PRESS 19 MAY 1883.

…Eleven days before the Custer fight the Sioux were encamped some distance from the Little Big Horn (known to them as the Greasy Grass) and a solemn sun dance was held, traces of which were afterwards seen by the troops, Though long ago absolved from partaking of its pains and penalties, Sitting Bull, the medicine man and counselor more than the warrior, was one of those tied to the pole of suffering, and the pierced muscles of his breast still show the scars of that dire observance. One by one the others broke their bonds or succumbed to pain and fasting, but he - not trying especially to tear away - seemed rapt in study. Two days and two nights went by without a morsel of food or a drop of water passing his lips, and on the morning of the third day he fainted. During his trance his faithful squaws and friends - among them the narrator - forced food and drink between his lips, and when he revived, and strength returned, he told, most solemnly, of a dream in which it had been foreshadowed to him that his people were soon to meet Custer and his followers, and would annihilate them. Two mornings after this revelation, and seven before the Custer fight, just as dawn was breaking, a large force of Crows attacked the Sioux, and all day long the battle lasted. The fight could not have been a very hot one, since only seven of the Sioux were slain and the Crows succeeded in carrying away all but one of their dead when, beaten and discomfited, as they were toward evening, they retreated into the heights of the Wolf Mountains. The Sioux were not particularly proud of their victory, which they considered as dearly bought, and, though Mrs. Tatanka said the Crows numbered thousands, her husband grunted a stomachic dissent. The next morning the Sioux encampment was broken and moved to the fertile valley of the Little Big Horn, to the spot now historic, about fourteen miles south of the present Fort Custer (located at the junction of the Big Horn and Little Big Horn Rivers) and as nearly as the speaker could recollect, about thirty miles from the scene of the Crow fight [Sitting Bull’s vision did not specify Custer and his followers, just soldiers. The fight mentioned was the Battle of the Rosebud, although it would appear that neither the reporter nor Mrs. Tatanka gave that fight much prominence].

The bodies of the seven Sioux had been brought to the new encampment on travoix and were placed in a tepee on the extreme right, or south, of the town of tepees, which soon spread for nearly five miles along the river, and on its western bank. The correspondent had visited the battlefield in August, 1882, and was familiar with the lay of the land and the salient points of the locality. To test the accuracy of Mrs. Tatanka’s memory, she was plied with questions, every one of which she answered readily, and finally, drawing herself up with dignity, said:

“Why shouldn’t I know the place? It is part of my country [in actuality it was the country of the Cheyennes - on the border, so to speak, of Crow country. The traditional Hunkpapa country was east of the Powder River]…

Asked as to the number of warriors the seven tribes mentioned mustered at the time, the narrator was unable to give a definite estimate, but her husband after a lengthy and - to a white man - abstruse calculation, said 5,000 would cover the braves and chiefs. This number is probably correct or nearly so, as it agrees with computations of the best posted scouts who saw the encampment before and after the fight…The ground on the west bank is level, and the five tribes on the north were on the flat near the river, the other two being on the first bench - a rise of from four to six feet - while above them to the west and south the plain extends. On the east side of the river, where the troops approached, the hills are precipitous and…where Reno threw up his shallow earthworks, the height above the river - here an easily fordable stream so far as its depth is concerned - an altitude of at least 200 feet is attained…the extremity of the highest ground [is to where] Capts. Benteen and Weir rode before joining Reno, but could see nothing of Custer [the correspondent has things a little out of sync here]…The descent into the river from the side on which were the Indians, is over a bank only a few feet in sheer height, but on the bluff side the shore rises at an angle of more than 45 degrees. Only thoroughly panic-stricken troops could have scaled such an acclivity, and the reason all were not killed is explained by Mrs. Tatanka later, when she tells of the counter panic among the reds. The ride up the hills to the breast works is steep, ‘but not markedly so, and the retreating troops made it in good time for tired horses… Where Custer fell, the ground is high and treeless but rolling, and the descent to the river is not as steep as farther south…

The Indian woman continued her account…by saying that very early in the morning of the day of the fight…seven Cheyennes started southeast to join Spotted Tail. Five of them, it would seem, got through all right, but early in the morning two of them rode to the brow of the bluffs and signaled with their blankets that white troops in large numbers were advancing rapidly [the traditional signal “enemy approaching” is given by riding one’s pony in a tight circle]. The troops seen by the scouts [they were hardly scouts] were Custer’s, for immediately after the signaling, and while the camp was in commotion, Reno’s command came up, unseen by most of the Indians, from the south and on the western side of the river, and opened fire. The white men were dismounted and the narrator told how one man was left behind to take care of four horses, as is the custom in dismounted fighting on the frontier. The camp, as said, was in the wildest commotion and women and children shrieked with terror. More than half the men were absent after the pony herd. The story teller waxed excited as she said:

“The man who led those troops must have been drunk or crazy. He had the camp at his mercy, and could have killed us all or driven us away naked on the prairie. I don’t believe there was a shot fired when his men commenced to retreat. (Her husband qualified this by saying, “Not much firing by the Indians”). But when they began to run away they ran very fast, and dropped their guns and ammunition. Our braves were not surprised by this time, and killed a good many when they crossed the plain to the river, while they were fording and on the hill beyond. I saw boys pull men from their horses and kill them on the ground” [like many Indian narrators, Mrs. Tatanka tends to telescope the action in the valley, leaving out any mention of the stand in the timber prior to the retreat].

The Reno retreat and its consequent slaughter was scarcely ended before the blare of Custer’s trumpets told the Sioux of his approach. But they were prepared for him. The men quickly crossed the river, and by hundreds galloped to his rear, out of range at first, but taking advantage of coolie [coulee] and mound, soon hemming him in constantly narrowing circles. Mrs. Tatanka mounted her pony and rode to the first bench behind her camp, where she could get a good view of the hills beyond [if she was behind the Hunkpapa camp, she would have been about 3 1/2 or 4 miles away]. She saw the troops come up, dismount, each fourth man seize the bridles of three horses beside his own, the rest deploy and advance on the run toward the river. She saw the terrible effect of the withering fire which greeted the approach from the willows on the Indian side of the stream, and laughed as she said:

“Our people, boys and all, had plenty of guns and ammunition to kill the new soldiers. Those who ran away left them behind.”

Slowly trotting north, along the outskirts of the encampment, she noted the Indians who had crossed, getting closer to the troops. She watched the latter - those who were left of them - retreat to their horses and mount; she heard the yells of her kindred and the shouts of the whites; but soon, as the former grew plentier and the latter fewer, she could distinguish little, save here and there an animated cluster of men and horses. Slowly her pony jogged down the stream, and she reached the Minneconjou camp on the extreme left - not an hour’s ride - she said not one white soldier was visible on the field. Of horses there were plenty. These the Indians spared, of course. Tatanka himself, describing the animals, said they were fat and good looking, but, (making a slow motion up and down with both hands) could only canter slowly, while the Indian ponies, “like birds,” flitted in and through and about the troopers’ broken lines. Less than fifty minutes and more than five lives to the minute!

From the husband was learned one incident of the day. One man, he thought an officer, was the last to live. He was mounted on a splendid horse (the color was forgotten), and seeing all his comrades dead, started up the ravine…Two Ogallalas, two Uncpapas and a Brule, all well mounted, started after him. He gained on them all, and one by one dropped off until the Uncpapa, who was unarmed, as it turned out, alone pursued. The latter was about to give up the chase, when the soldier turned, saw his pursuer, noted that his own horse was flagging, drew a revolver from the holster at his hip and blew his own brains out.

“He had a good horse,” concluded Tatanka, “and the Sioux (mentioning his Indian name) rode him for years after that.”

The Sioux thought the distance ridden by pursuer and pursued was about seven miles from the battlefield, but it might have been more [this would have entailed a ride of about forty-five minutes or more at a gallop. How likely is it that the pursuit would have lasted that long? There is little doubt that something of the sort did occur, since such an incident is mentioned by several independent sources. It is only to the distance covered that I take exception]. Lieut. Harrington’s body was never found, or at least never recognized, and this sad suicide might have been he.

Custer and his command killed, the Sioux again turned their attention to the troops on the hill and the woman, resuming the story, laughed gleefully as she told what fun the bucks had shooting at the soldiers as they ran that terrible gauntlet, down the hill to the river, for water [the Indians had almost totally withdrawn by the time of the water-gathering]. The Custer men were soon stripped, of course, and the only way the Indians knew they had killed the Long-Haired Chief was by his buckskin coat trimmed with beaver, which they found on his person [the Indians did not know until some time afterward that they had fought the 7th Cavalry. Custer was not wearing his buckskin coat, beaver-trimmed or not, since it was a very hot day. His jacket was tied behind his saddle]. The Sioux lost thirty killed and more than twice as many wounded. Among the casualties were boys of twelve and fourteen, who, in the ardor of young warriorhood, rushed across the river on their ponies and into the thickest of the fight. She mentioned two boys who were wounded; one, a young Achilles, in the heel, and another in the right arm, which was shot off. Both recovered and neither of them are yet twenty, though seven years have passed since they counted their first coups. It was with a tone of most noticeable regret that the woman told of the quantities of bank notes found and wasted, being utterly ignorant of the value of the, to them, curiously painted parallelograms of green paper. She naively said:

“We know better about them now, and wouldn’t lose them as we did at that time.”

Of course, feasting and laudation was the order of the day and night succeeding the slaughter, but the news of Terry’s approach with his command compelled a hasty breaking up of the camp. [many Indian accounts say that there was an outpouring of grief that night, not a celebration. The moving of the camp was not hasty, neither was it Terry’s cautious approach that caused it. To the contrary, most of the warriors wanted to stay and have it out with Terry. A conference was held and the decision to retire was taken very deliberately. The rather naive belief was that the troops would now leave them alone - a result which did eventuate, more from army inactivity than anything else]. She says they marched day and night for several days, and soon the whole band was safe in the fastnesses of the Big Horn mountains…

FROM “MY FRIEND THE INDIAN” BY JAMES MCLAUGHLIN

Major McLaughlin gives the story of Mrs. Spotted Horn Bull within quotation marks, giving the impression that he is giving direct quotes and not rewriting - which may very well have been the case. Both McLaughlin and his wife were excellent translators of the Lakota language. In this later version of events, Mrs. Tatanka relates that Custer’s movements were known to the village from the time that he was about seven miles distant and that he had been discovered by some women and children who were out digging wild “turnips” on the east side of the Little Horn. She does not mention the seven Cheyennes from her first story, nor the signal from the bluffs by the two returnees. The turnip-digging scene echoes the story of Red Horse, but Red Horse, who says he was with these women, put the first sighting being of Reno’s men just prior to the charge. It might be that Mrs. Tatanka lifted part of Red Horse’s story for her own purposes. Certainly she would have been in a position to have heard it. In any event, Reno’s attack still came as a surprise, she said, because the scouts were watching only Custer. (and did not, I assume, notice Reno break off from him to launch his attack). In her words:

“…the men of the Hunkpapa, the Blackfeet, the Ogalallas and the Minneconjou rushed through the village and into the trees, where the soldiers of the white chief had stopped.

“If the soldiers had not fired until all of them were ready for the attack; if they had brought their horses and rode into the camp of the Sioux, the power of the Dakota nation might have been broken, and our young men killed in the surprise.

“…the braves of the Sioux ran over his [Reno’s] soldiers and beat them down as corn…They fought a few minutes and the men…slew many of them - all who did not get across the river we killed, and Long Hair was still three miles away…[in fact more than a dozen men who did not get across the river later rejoined Reno - and Custer was at this point in time moving across the dry bed of Medicine Tail Creek]…two score of the bluecoats lay dead…the shadow of the sun had not moved the width of a tepee pole’s length from the beginning to the end of the first fight…

“…From Long Hair’s movements the Sioux warriors knew that he planned to strike the camp of my people from the lower end as Reno struck it from the upper end…

“From a hill behind the camp at first, and then from the bank of the river, I watched the men of our people plan to overthrow the soldiers of the Great Father; and before a shot was fired. I knew that no man who rode with Long Hair would go back to tell the tale of the fight…

“From across the river I could hear the music of the bugle and could see the column of soldiers turn to the left, to march down to the river to where the attack was to be made. All I could see was the warriors of my people. They rushed like the wind through the village, going down the ravine…

“Our chiefs and the young men rode quickly down to the end of the village, opposite to the hill upon which now stands the great stone put up by the whites where Long Hair fell. Between that hill and the soldiers was a ravine which started from the river opposite the camp of the Sans Arcs, and ran all the way around the butte [this starts off as a fairly accurate description of Deep Ravine, but Deep Ravine does not run “all around the butte”]. To get to the butte Long Hair must cross the ravine [not true]; but from where he was marching with his soldiers, he could not see into the ravine nor down to the banks of the river [also not so]…Soon I saw a number of Cheyennes ride into the river, then some men of my band, then others, until there were hundreds of warriors in the river and running up into the ravine…the others who were left, still a very great number, moved back from the river and waited for the attack. And I knew that the fighting men of the Sioux, many hundreds in number, were hidden in the ravine behind the hill upon which Long Hair was marching…

“Pizi [Gall] and many of his young men had re-crossed Greasy Grass River after the white men had been driven off…When Pizi [Gall] re-crossed the river, many women followed his party, and we heard him tell his men to frighten the horses of the soldiers, which were held in small bunches. With shoutings that we could hear across the river, the young men stampeded the horses and the women captured them I remained with many other women along the bank of Greasy Grass River. I saw Crazy Horse lead the Cheyennes into the water and up the ravine. Crow King and the Hunkpapa went after them; and then Gall, who had led his young men and killed the soldiers he had been fighting further up the river, rode along the bench by the river where Long Hair had stopped with his men.

“…The river was in sight from the battle, and…two Cheyennes tried to cross the river and one of them was shot and killed by Long Hair’s men. Then the men of the Sioux nation, led by Crow King, Hump, Crazy Horse, and many chiefs, rose up on all sides of the hill, and the last we could see from our side of the river was a great number of gray horses. The smoke of the shooting and the dust of the horses shut out the hill, and the soldiers fired many shots, but the Sioux shot straight and the soldiers fell dead. The women crossed the river after the men of our village, and when we came to the hill there were no soldiers living and Long Hair lay dead among the rest. There were more than two hundred dead soldiers on the hill, and the boys of the village shot many who were already dead, for the blood of the people was hot and their hearts bad…

“…The men on the hill [Reno’s] were safe to stay there until they wanted water. Gall kept his men along the river. Some of the soldiers were shot as they tried to reach the water. There was some fighting too, but none of our young men were killed…

“…Since the Sioux first fought the men who are our friends now, they had not won so great a battle and at so little cost. Twenty-two dead were counted…

“So it was that the Sioux defeated Long Hair and his soldiers in the valley of the Greasy Grass River, which my people remember with regret, but without shame.”

[CN] 3.103
 [CT] JOHN STANDS IN TIMBER: INTERVIEW CONDUCTED BY DON RICKEY, AUGUST 18, 1956

Don Rickey was a historian at the Little Bighorn National Monument, a student of the 1876 fights, a well-respected author on the Indian Wars and the army of the period. In August 1956, he conducted an in situ interview with John Stands In Timber, the Northern Cheyenne tribal historian. The interview notes are given in their entirety.

John Stands-In-Timber, Cheyenne

By D. Rickey

The informant, now 70 years old, spent much time gathering data on the Battle of the Little Big Horn from Cheyenne warrior participants, including his grandfather Wolf Tooth. His other grandfather, Lame White Man, was killed in the battle. Stands-In- Timber is educated, and made written notes on his information after returning from school as a young man fifty years ago. Through the offices of Mr. J. W. Vaughn, attorney of Windsor, Colorado, Stands-In-Timber was brought to the battlefield, where he related his information to Mr. Vaughn and historian Rickey.

Lame White Man’s widow, Stands-In-Timbers grandmother, was named Twin Woman, her brother was Tall Bull (Cheyenne), who was also in the battle and provided some of the information.

Wolf Tooth (informant’s other grandfather) took Stands-In-Timber over the battlefield about forty years ago, and showed him where Lame White Man and Noisy Walking were dead after the fight. These places have been marked with stakes.

The chiefs in the fight were all equal. The leading warrior was Crazy Horse - also Gall, Iron Thunder, Two Moon, American Horse (Cheyenne), Dull Knife, Little Wolf, Crazy Head and Red Cloud, a Cheyenne-Sioux not related to the Oglala chief.

The village first knew of Custer’s approach when Low Dog and Red Tomahawk saw the troops at their second camp on the route up the Rosebud. The village was then at the site of Busby. The Indians watched the soldiers constantly from then on. The day before the battle (June 24), village criers announced that no man was to leave the camp, and that night the warrior societies held dances and the chiefs agreed on a plan of battle. The warriors prepared ritually (Sioux). When the Indians knew that the soldiers were coming, the three Cheyenne soldier societies - Crazy Dogs (60 members), Elks (60 members) and Foxes (60 members), each led by eight leaders – began taking turns watching the soldiers.

Since much honor would come to those who first fought the soldiers, a group of 40 to 50 warriors (Wolf Tooth among them) left camp, and rode past the members of the warrior societies for a distance of 4-5 miles east of the battlefield. They were halted by two Indian scouts sent to recall them with news that the soldiers were already getting into position to attack the village from the southeast. The Crazy Dogs held a “suicide” meeting the night before.

Six Cheyennes were killed in the battle: Lame White Man (an old man chief and the eldest to die), Noisy Walking, Long Roach (killed east of Custer ridge, near I and F Co), Scabby (died in his own lodge and buried at the mouth of the Prairie Dog Creek, in the rimrocks on what is known as the Nash place). Informant can not immediately recall the names of the other Cheyennes killed.

Monument: The Arickaree scout Little Soldier’s name was really Little Brave, he was a brother of Bob-Tail-Bull. The third brother was in the battle with the Cheyennes, as he had been a Cheyenne captive since he was a little boy, and was a noted warrior.

Custer came toward the village from the high ridges toward the east. The Custer men tried to cross the river at a ford west of the present railroad tracks, on what is now the Willy Bends place. Cheyennes hidden in the brush on the south side of the ford drove the soldiers back and killed a couple of them in the brush by the river. Then the Custer men retreated to the flats below where the superintendent’s house is now located. They waited there for about half an hour, while Indians assembled in the vicinity and fired on the soldiers from the ridges north of the flats (six empty 45/70 cases were found there subsequent to the interview, in a place where the cartridges could not have been fired at targets anywhere but on the flats mentioned). Stands-In-Timber said the Indians wondered why the soldiers did not move south to rejoin the others, and that if the Custer men had not delayed so long, they could have gotten back to the other soldiers. But by the time some of them (Gray Horse did move toward the big ravine on the battlefield - E. Co. ravine) it was too late, and the Indians were all around them in large numbers. When the Gray Horse soldiers moved south, they were confronted by a large number of Indians in and near the big ravine. Indians coming from the north and from the south forced these gray horse soldiers into the big ravine.

One soldier rode away from the rest (during the fight along the ridge) and went east. Low Dog and Little Son chased him. Low Dog dismounted and taking careful aim shot the soldier from his horse as he topped the second rise east of the battlefield fence line.

Lame White Man (killed near the top of Custer Ridge, on the west slope, in about the center of the ridge) was not wearing his formal war clothes in the fight - per Wolf Tooth and Tall Bull - he had just come from a sweat lodge, wrapped a blanket around his lower body and taken his gun and ammunition with him. His hair was not braided but loose. When found a small scalp had been taken from his head.

The first (in the battlefield vicinity) fighting was at the ford on the west side of the valley. Lame White Man and most of the Cheyenne crossed here after the troops were driven back.

All the soldiers except the gray horse retreated afoot up the slope of Custer ridge, driving the Indians east of the ridge. The soldiers in the ravine (Co. I and Co. F) had charged the Indians from near the river, but were outflanked by the hostiles from the north and from the south. These men were quickly surrounded - though they fought hard and moved in a southerly direction to the last. A Ute (raised as a Cheyenne) named Yellow Nose, found a soldier flag in the sage brush along the Custer ridge. He wrapped it around his body as a prize.

The horses of the gray horse soldiers were frightened away by the Indians coming up the big ravine on the battlefield.

The Calhoun soldiers were facing west at the last, and were the last ones to be killed.

Beginning of the Battle: a band of 40 to 50 warriors, returning to the village, met the Custer soldiers on a high ridge east of the battlefield (as pointed out by Stands this would be east and above the Nye-Cartwright ridge area - shells have subsequently been found there, but more field work is needed to prove or disprove this account of fighting in that location). After the first fighting, the soldiers came down in TWO lines to the Nye ridge area. The gray horse soldiers acting as rear guards for about half an hour to hold off Indians attacking from the south - then they followed the other soldiers along the Nye- Cartwright ridge and on to Custer battlefield. They all went along Custer ridge, and turned east to try to cross the river. Repulsed at the river, the soldiers then halted on the flats below the superintendent’s house and below the cemetery.

Note: Battle proper began below and west of the cemetery, moved to Custer ridge - the troops were moving in a generally southerly or southeasterly direction, as seen from a Cheyenne viewpoint.

The Reno-Benteen Phase: The Reno soldiers moved north to where the Custer soldiers were killed (according to this informant, the move came after the Custer men were dead, or at least defeated). The Indians then went up the ravines east of Weir Point, and seeing them, the soldiers retreated again. The troops seemed to sense an ambush, as the hostiles were just waiting for them to advance a little further, before falling on them from the flank.

On the Reno field, some rocks east of the soldier position mark where a 15 year old Sioux boy rode too close to the soldiers and was killed. His horse threw him, then the boy was shot. The horse turned over in the air and then got up and ran away. The rocks on the south end of Benteen Hill mark where Thunder Shield (a Sioux) was killed while trying to count coup on a dead soldier.

Some Cheyennes fighting from Wooden Leg Hill were: Spotted Elk, Sleeping Rabbit, Sandstone, Big Ankles (Sioux), Wolf tooth and Big Foot. Big Ankles was a nephew of Lame Deer. He was killed in the Lame Deer fight. The Lame Deer fight began because of him. While Lame Deer and Iron Star were talking with Miles, Big Ankles rode back and forth, and Miles asked that this be stopped. A soldier tussled with Big Ankles over the possession of a gun Big Ankles was accidentally shot, then the fighting began.

Stands-In-Timber lives at the site of the Lame Deer fight.

D. Rickey

August 18, 1956

[CN] 3.104
 [CT] JOHN STANDS IN TIMBER: ACCOUNT FROM AMERICAN HERITAGE, VOLUME XVIII, NO.3, 1966

In American Heritage, Vol. XVIII, No.3, 1966, an article appeared, edited by Margot Liberty, based upon interviews with John Stands In Timber, Cheyenne tribal historian. The article was entitled “Last Ghastly Moments at The Little Bighorn, as told by John Stands In Timber,” and is reproduced below. If the interview[s] were conducted in 1965–66, Stands In Timber would have been about eighty years old. Wolf Tooth, who is often mentioned in the account, was Stands In Timber’s grandfather and a primary source of his information. At the time of the fights, Wolf Tooth was a young man, rather untested in battle. Wherever Stands In Timber refers to “Wolf Tooth’s band” or “Wolf Tooth’s group of warriors, he is merely using the term to designate the bunch of which Wolf Tooth was a part – not the leader.

The attack of Colonel Custer on the Northern Cheyennes and Sioux did not surprise the Indians as much as many people think. They knew the soldiers were in the country looking for them, and they expected trouble, though they did not know just when it would come. My grandfather, Lame White Man, told my grandmother, Twin Woman, the morning before the fight that scouts had reported soldiers on the Rosebud, and when they went further down (the Rosebud) they also saw the steamship that had brought them supplies, there in the Yellowstone River. White Man Bear’s people were on their way to the Black Hills when they saw them. They did not turn back, but kept on their way, but they met other scouts coming this way and gave them the news. It was after that that the word spread.

The Sioux leaders in the villages sent word that they wanted all the chiefs to gather to discuss what to do if the soldiers approached. They had decided not to start anything, but to find out what the soldiers were going to do, and talk to them if they came peacefully. “It may be something else they want us to do now, other than go back to the reservation,” they said. “We will talk to them. But if they want to fight we will let them have it, so everybody be prepared.”

They also decided that the camp should be guarded by the military bands, to keep individual warriors from riding out to meet the soldiers. It was a great thing for anyone to do that go out and meet the enemy ahead of the rest - the chiefs did not want this to happen. So it was agreed that both the Sioux and the Northern Cheyenne military bands would stand guard. Each band called its men, and toward evening they went on duty. Bunches of them rode to ten or fifteen stations on both sides of the Little Bighorn where they could keep good watch. About sundown, they could be seen all along the hills there.

There was good reason for them to watch well. The people usually obeyed the orders of the military bands. Punishment (ranging from a beating to destruction of horses, tepees, or other property) was too severe if they did not. But that night young men (who had not yet gained war honors, and in their eagerness to achieve them often put personal goals above tribal welfare) were determined to slip through. Soon after the bands had begun patrolling, my grandfather’s friend, Bigfoot, came to him. “Wolf Tooth,” he said,” we could get away and go on through. Maybe some others will too, and meet the enemy over on the Rosebud.”

They began watching to see what the military bands were doing, and to make plans. They saw a bunch of them start across to the east side of the river and another bunch on the hill between what became the Reno and Custer Battlefields. Many more were on the high hills at the mouth of Medicine Tail Creek. So they decided what to do. After sundown they took their horses way up on the west side of the river and hobbled them, pretending to be putting them there so they could get them easily in the morning. Then they returned to camp. But when it was dark, they walked back out there and got the horses, and went back down to the river. When they did, they heard horses crossing and were afraid to go ahead. But the noise died away, and they went on into the river slowly, so even the water would splash more quietly. They got safely to the other side and hid in the brush all night there so they would not be discovered.

In the meantime, there was some excitement in the camp. Some of the Sioux boys announced that they were taking the suicide vow, and others were putting on a dance for them at their end of the camp. This meant that they were throwing their lives away. In the next battle they would fight till they were killed. The Northern Cheyenne claimed that they had originated the suicide vow; then the Sioux learned it from them, and they called this dance they put on to announce it “Dying Dancing.”

A few Northern Cheyenne boys had announced their decision to take the vow at the same time, so a lot of Northern Cheyennes were up there in the crowd watching. Spotted Elk and Crooked Nose are two that remembered that night and told me about it. They said the people were already gathering, early in the evening. By the time they got to the upper end there, a big place had been cleared and they were already dancing. When those boys came in, they could not hear themselves talk, there was so much noise, with the crowd packed around and both the men and women singing.

They did not remember how many took part, and never thought of counting them, but Spotted Elk said later there were not more than twenty. They remembered the Northern Cheyenne boys that were dancing: Little Whirlwind, Cut Belly, Closed Hand, and Noisy Walking. They were all killed the next day. But none of them knew that night that the soldiers were coming the next day for sure; they were just suspicious.

The next morning the Indians held a parade for the boys who had been in the suicide dance the night before. Different ones told me about it; one was my grandmother, Twin Woman, the wife of Lame White Man, the only Northern Cheyenne chief who was killed in the battle. It was customary to put on such a parade after a suicide dance. The boys went in front, with an old man on either side announcing to the public to look at these boys well; they would never come back after the next battle.

They paraded down through the Northern Cheyenne camp on the inside and back on the outside, and then returned to their own village.

While the parade was still going on, three boys went down to the river to swim: William Yellowrobe, Charles Headswift, and Wandering Medicine. They were down there in the water when they heard a lot of noise, and thought the parade had just broken up. Some riders in war clothes came along the bank yelling and shooting. Then somebody hollered at them, “The camp is attacked by soldiers!” So they never thought about swimming anymore. They jumped out and ran back to their families’ camps. Headswift’s people had already run away toward the hills at the west, but his older brother came back after him. They had to run quite a distance to get his brother’s horse. Then they rode double to join the women and the children where they were watching the beginning of the fight.

Meanwhile, after the parade had ended, my grandmother said a man named Tall Sioux had put up a sweat lodge, and Lame White Man went over to take part in his sweat bath there. It was just a little way from the tepees. She said they had closed the cover down a couple of times - they usually did it four times in all, pouring water over the hot stones to make steam and the second or third time, the excitement started in the valley above the village (where Reno was attacking the Hunkpapas). She did not see which way the soldiers came, but there were some above the village. And some more (Custer’s troops) came from straight across the river.

The men in the sweat tepee crawled out and ran to help their families get on horses and get away. Lame White Man did not have time to get war clothes on. He just wrapped a blanket around his waist and grabbed his moccasins and belt and a gun. He went with grandmother a little way to the west of some small hills there. Then he turned down below and crossed after the rest of the warriors.

Of course, Wolf Tooth and Bigfoot had come out of the brush long before then. At daylight they could still see the Indian military patrols still on the hills, so they waited for some time. They moved along keeping under cover, until they ran into more warriors and then some more. Close to fifty men had succeeded in slipping through the military bands and crossing the river that way. They got together and were about halfway up a wooded hill (about four miles east of where the battle was to occur) when they heard someone hollering. Wolf Tooth looked back and saw a rider on a ridge a mile below them, calling and signaling them to come back.

They turned and galloped back, and when they drew near, the rider began talking in Sioux. Bigfoot could understand it. The soldiers had already ridden down toward the village. Then this party raced back up the creek again to where they could follow one of the ridges to the top, and when they got up there, they saw the last few soldiers going down out of sight toward the river- Custer’s men. Reno’s men had attacked the other end already, but they did not know it.

As the soldiers disappeared, Wolf Tooth’s band split up. Some followed the soldiers, and the rest went on around a point to cut them off. They caught up there with some that were still going down, and came around them on both sides. The soldiers started shooting; it was the first skirmish of the Custer part of the battle, and it did not last very 1ong. The Indians said they did not try to go in close. After some shooting, both bunches of Indians retreated back to the hills, and the soldiers crossed the south end of the ridge.

The soldiers followed the ridge down to the present cemetery site. Then this bunch of forty or fifty Indians came out by the monument and started shooting down at them again. But they [the soldiers] were moving on down toward the river, across from the [Northern] Cheyenne camp. Some of the warriors there had come across, and they began firing at the soldiers from the brush in the river bottom. This made the soldiers turn north, but [then] they went back in the direction they had come from, and stopped when they got to the cemetery site. And they waited there a long time - twenty minutes or more. The Indians have a joke about his long wait. Beaver Heart said that when the scouts warned Custer about the village, he laughed and said, “When we get to that village, I going to find the Sioux girl with the most elk teeth on her dress and take her along with me.” So that is what he was doing those twenty minutes. Looking.

Wolf Tooth and his band of warriors moved in meanwhile along the ridge above the soldiers. Custer went into the center of a big basin below where the monument is now, and the soldiers of the Gray Horse Company (Company E, under Lieutenant Algernon Smith) got off their horses and moved up on foot. If there had not been so many Indians on the ridge, they might have retreated over that way, either then or later when the fighting got bad, and gone to join Reno. But there were too many up above, and the firing was getting heavy from the other side now.

Most of the Northern Cheyenne were down at the Custer end of the fight, but one or two were up at the Reno fight with the Sioux. Beaver Heart saw Reno’s men come in close to the Sioux village and make a stand there after they had crossed the river. But they were almost wiped out. They got on their horses and galloped along the edge of the cottonwood trees on the bank and turned across the river, but it was a bad crossing. The bank on the other side was higher, and the horses had to jump to get on top. Some fell back when it got wet and slick from the first ones coming out, and many soldiers were killed trying to get away. Some finally made it up onto the hill where they took their stand.

It was about that time that Custer was going in at the lower end, toward the Cheyenne camp. It was hard to keep track of everything at the two battles. A number of Indians went back and forth between the two, but none of them saw everything. Most of them went toward the fight with Custer, once Reno was up on the hill. Wolf Tooth said they were all shooting at the Custer men from the ridge, but they were careful all the time, taking cover.

Before long, some Sioux criers came along behind the line, and began calling in the Sioux language to get ready and watch for the suicide boys. They said they were getting ready down below to charge together from the river, and when they came in, all the Indians up above should jump up for the hand to hand fighting. That way the soldiers would not have a chance to shoot, but would be crowded from both sides. The idea was that they had been firing both ways. When the suicide boys came up, they would turn to them and give those behind a chance to come in close. The criers called out those instructions twice. Most of the Cheyennes could not understand them, but the Sioux there told them what had been said.

So the suicide boys were the last Indians to enter the fight. Wolf Tooth said they were really watching for them, and at last they rode out down below. They galloped up to the level ground where the museum is now; some turned and stampeded the gray horses of the soldiers. By then they were mostly loose, the ones that had not been shot. The rest of the boys charged right in at the place where the soldiers were making their stand, and the others followed them as soon as they got the horses away.

The suicide boys started the hand to hand fighting, and all of them were killed there or were wounded and died later. When the soldiers started shooting at them, the Indians above with Wolf Tooth came in from the other side. There was no time for the soldiers to take aim or anything. The Indians were right behind or among them. Some soldiers started to run along the edge under the top of the ridge, and for a distance they scattered, some going on one side and some the other. But they were all killed before they got far.

At the end it was quite a mess. They could not tell which was this or that man, they were so mixed up. Horses were running over the soldiers and each other. The fighting was really close, and they were shooting almost any way without taking aim. Some said it made it less dangerous than fighting at a distance; then the soldiers would aim carefully and be more likely to hit you. After they emptied their pistols this way, there was no time to reload. Neither side did. But most of the Indians had clubs or hatchets, while the soldiers just had guns; they were using those to hit with and knock the enemy down. A Sioux, Stinking Bear, saw one Indian charge a soldier who had his gun by the barrel, and he swung it so hard he knocked the Indian over and fell over himself.

Yellow Nose was in there close. He saw two Indian horses run right into each other-the horses both fell down and rolled, and he nearly ran into them himself, but managed to turn aside. The dust was so thick he could hardly see. He swung his horse out and turned to charge back in again, close to the end of the fight, and suddenly the dust lifted away. He saw a troop flag (guidon) not far in front of him. Over on the other side some soldiers were still fighting, so he galloped past and picked up the flag and rode into the fight, and he used it to count coup on a soldier.

After the suicide boys came in, it did not take long: half an hour perhaps. Many have agreed with what Wolf Tooth said, that if it had not been for the suicide boys, it might have ended the way it did at the Reno fight. The Indians all stayed back and fought there; no suicide boys jumped in to begin the hand to hand fight. The Custer fight was different because these boys went in that way, and it was their rule to be killed.

Another thing many of the Northern Cheyennes said was that if Custer had kept going, if he had not waited there on the ridge so long, he could have made it back to Reno. But he probably thought he could stand off the Indians and win.

Everyone always wanted to know who killed Custer. I have interpreted twice for people asking about this, and whether anyone ever saw a certain Indian take a shot and kill him. But all the Indians say too many people were shooting; nobody could tell whose bullet killed a certain man. There were rumors some knew but would not say anything for fear of trouble. But it was more like Spotted Blackbird said: “If we could have seen where each bullet landed, we might have known. But hundreds of bullets were f1ying that day.”

After the Indians had killed every soldier, my grandmother’s brother, Tall Bull, came across the river and said, “Get a travois fixed. One of the dead is my brother-in-law, and we will have to go over and get his body. “It was my grandfather, Lame White Man. So they went across to where he was lying. He did not have his war clothes on; as I said, he had not had the time. And some Sioux had made a mistake on him. They thought he was an Indian scout with Custer - they often fought undressed that way. And his scalp was gone from the top of his head. Nearby was the body of another Cheyenne, one of the suicide boys.

I heard the Sioux lost sixty-six men and the Northern Cheyenne just seven, but there might have been more. The Indian dead were all moved from the battlefield right away.

Many Indians were up on the battlefield after it was over, getting the dead or taking things from the soldiers. I asked Grandmother if she went. Women were up there as well as men. But she said the fight was still going on up above with Reno, and many women were afraid to go near the field. They thought the soldiers might break away and come in their direction.

White Wolf (also called Shot in the Head), who was in this fight, said that afterwards a lot of young men searched the soldiers pockets. That square green paper money was in them, so they took some. Later when they were making mud horses, they used the money for saddle blankets. Silver money was found too. The Northern Cheyennes made belt buckles out of it.

The camp broke up the next day after the battle. Some people even left that evening to move up near Lodge Grass. Some of the warriors stayed behind to go on fighting with Reno, but they did not stay more than a day. They knew other soldiers were in the country, and they were out of meat and firewood. They split into many groups, some following the river, and others going up Reno Creek and to other places.

By the time the other soldiers (Terry’s men) got to the battlefield, the Indians were gone. A Cheyenne named Lost Leg rode back a few days later looking for horses. A lot had strayed away and he thought he might bee able to get some of them. He said he could smell the battlefield a long way off. He had planned to go in and look at it, but he could not even come close, it was so strong. So he gave up and returned.

There was no more real fighting that summer.

[CN] 3.105
 [CT] STRIKES TWO, ARIKARA SCOUT: NARRATIVES AS GIVEN TO WALTER CAMP, JULY 23, 1912 AND FROM THE ARIKARA NARRATIVE

Strikes Two (also known as Strike Two) was another of Custer’s Arikara scouts. He has left his story of the Little Horn in the form of an interview with Walter Camp in 1912 and a contribution to the Arikara Narrative. His Camp interview is the longer of the two sources, and hence contains the greater detail. Both accounts are reproduced here with a minimum of editing and commentary. These should be read in conjunction with the narratives of the other Arikara scouts given in this Appendix, particularly those of the men who were with him on 25 June and afterward.

FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH WALTER MASON CAMP 23 JULY 1912.

…we found trail and on morning of June 25 got word that Sioux camp had been located. At divide on June 25 Custer said, “There are other soldiers to attack the village, and I want to be there first so that we will get the honor of fighting the Sioux. I want you to charge the camp first and capture all the horses you can.”

At lone tepee Custer became impatient and said that we were slow and if he had to urge us again to go forward he would take our guns and horses and put us afoot. We now started out fast and forded Little Bighorn and soon overtook a bunch of horses herded by two Sioux. We followed horses and soon saw the village, and Sioux came out of village to help the two herders.

The village was not stirred up and Forked Horn, Red Foolish Bear, Little Brave, Watoksha, Caroo, Machpiya Sha, Bobtail Bull and Strikes Two…had a little skirmish, and Bobtail Bull said, “Look for a means of escape if the soldiers were to retreat, as there are more people here than we thought…” All this was while the soldiers were deploying and before their fight began. In this skirmish I killed one Sioux and saw a little bunch of Sioux horses come out brush just ahead of soldiers, and Bloody Knife said, “Take these horses and drive them to the rear. We all had infantry rifles with two bands…except Stabbed who had his own gun - a repeater. While I stood on the edge of bank clearing my gun, the soldiers began firing. I looked behind and saw three Rees coming: Boy Chief [Black Calf], Red Star [White Calf, Strike Bear], and Bull in Water. Some one turned and saw three more coming - Little Sioux, One Feather, and The Whole Buffalo [Buffalo Ancestor, Bear Come Out]…

The Sioux horses captured by Bloody Knife now stampeded and crossed the river, and we, I and above six, put in after them…some of them ran back toward Sioux village, but we turned them and got the whole bunch together. I was driving twenty head and one suckling colt. Red Star had three, and Boy Chief had five. Red Star was named White Calf then…

Of our party of seven, four were holding horses. While we were driving horses up hill from river, some soldiers passed by and fired on us by mistake, and one of the captured horses was killed. We drove the horses up high bank on east side and Stabbed now joined us, making eight in the party, and soon Strike the Lodge and Assiniboine (Assiniboine was a nickname for one of the scouts; he did not explain which one) came up, making ten, and we drove horses and got them in a good position. Here a soldier with stripes on his arm came along (probably Knipe) and asked, “How goes it?” While we were going back we saw the pack train come along. Bull [Bellow] and Share [Pretty Face, Good Face] were each leading a pack mule (They were not in the fight in the bottom)…

…we distributed the horses…each now saddled up a fresh horse, and we followed the pack train to river, and soldiers were retreating out of bottom and soldiers all in confusion. The Sioux were pursuing soldiers up hill, and we charged them and drove them back to west side of river where soldiers had been killed. We could see bunches of Sioux all over the valley. While we were watching here, some soldiers came out of timber, having been left there when Reno retreated. Watoksha and Good Elk [Red Bear] also escaped from the timber at this time. The pack train had now arrived on the bluff where we were standing and looking into the valley. [Strikes Two, or the interpreter, has compressed and flipped the time/space continuum…A white soldier was on Bobtail Bull’s horse, Bobtail Bull having been killed, and we took his horse and put him among the pack mules. We also found Little Brave’s horse and tied him among the pack mules. Bobtail’s horse had blood marks down his legs and on hoofs and saddle, so we concluded he was wounded and killed after fording the river - that is on east side. Six of us left the bluff and went to where we could see the timber, and Young Hawk, Forked Horn, Foolish Red Bear, Goose, White Swan, and Half Yellow Face came out of the timber in the valley. From same point we could see that Custer was being defeated.

We six went to where pack train was, and Stab and Soldier proposed that we water our horses, and the three Sioux scouts: Watokshu, White Cloud, and Karu [Caroo, Bear Running in the Timber] joined us, making nine (He must have Karu confused with one of the other Sioux scouts) [Actually, Strikes Two is correct, and Camp’s noted surmise is not], and we went to water horses. A Sioux interpreter (Billy Cross) went with us, making ten in all. We watered, and on way back stopped to smoke. I took a walk and saw seven men whom I supposed to be our scouts but found out they were Sioux who had surrounded our soldiers. Stab proposed that we hit for some timber and we did so, but found timber scattering and went on to a knoll and had a skirmish with pursuers. The Sioux interpreter went with us. Soldiers on bluff surrounded and fighting at same time, and all of us fought until sundown. After dark we could see flashes of guns. We got on horses and fired guns and made a bluff at a charge and then started for Rosebud.

Arrived at Rosebud at daylight…On Rosebud [at Yellowstone] we found some abandoned hardtack, some moldy. On Rosebud Black Fox came up from front and joined us, having started back on trail ahead of us. He had a mare and colt. I was thirty-two years old then. We camped on Rosebud to rest, and two of my horses got away from me and went on ahead, and they were caught by Indian scouts coming toward us from mouth of Powder. Next morning some of us went out looking for these horses and ran upon track of a shod horse…Stab had extra horse and loaned it to me and we went on to Tongue River. We camped there and then went on to Powder River.

The interpreter was still with us all the way, and when we got to Powder River, all the soldiers crowded around him to hear what had happened. After we got there we saw the Rees who had captured horses. They had ridden captured Sioux horses and left their own horses that were played out. We came back on the same trail that we went up with Custer…

FROM THE ARIKARA NARRATIVE

…Custer’s plan was for them to seize the Dakota horses…They [Strikes Two, Boy Chief and Red Star] crossed the river at a point where there was no regular ford and rode after the horses…There was very little fighting on the line at this time and the village was just stirring. As they headed the horses into a group, One Feather and Pta-a-te [other name not known] had a bunch nearer the ford and these horses were retaken by the Dakotas who had crossed the river lower down, below the timber where Young Hawk and his party were to hide. They crossed the ridge just ahead of the Dakotas and got away with the horses. Little Sioux and Bull-in-the-Water helped to get the horses over the ridge. Here were all the remaining scouts who did not cross the river. The horses were headed into a ravine east of the ridge and the scouts changed horses. There were twenty-eight of these Dakota horses here. As the scouts turned back to fight and rode up on the ridge, they saw that the line was broken and that the soldiers were coming up the hill. The Dakotas were across the river already and coming right after the soldiers. Down the river they could see the smoke of much firing around the grove where Young Hawk and his party were hiding. At the Dakota camp they noticed that the riders were headed downstream…

When Custer stood at the bank where Hodgson’s stone stands, Curley and Black Fox (Arikara) were there with him (Goes Ahead confirms this). Pretty Face reported that after he had joined the Arikara scouts he saw an Arikara with a white cloth about his head. Black Fox was the only Arikara with this on. When Black Fox reached the mouth of the Rosebud he met the older scouts already there, they came out to meet him, he came on slowly. In answer to their queries he said he and Curley got together near Reno ford. Curley told Black Fox he would take him back to show him where the soldiers left some hard tack. So Curley took Black Fox to the flat below the hills overlooking the present town of Busby north side. Curley told Black Fox that for his part he was going home…

[CN] 3.106
 [CT] STRIKES TWO: ANOTHER INTERVIEW WITH CAMP

[Fort Berthold Indian Reservation. No date]

He was 29 years old at time of battle. At Crow’s Nest early on June 25: Charlie Reynolds, Mitch Bouyer, five Crows, and five Rees: White Calf (Red Star), Bull, and Forked Horn. Don’t remember the other two I was left at pack train. Bobtail Bull and Bloody Knife not at Crow’s Nest. Says White Calf enlisted same time as myself.

Red Star, Boy Chief and Strikes Two captured 27 horses and 2 mules. We had made a break for a drove of horses on our way down from Ford A, but the Sioux were too quick and got them away, but the above 29 appeared to break away from the herd and we three got them. in the timber before soldiers got to timber, and we ran the ponies up the bluffs and there we passed Custer going north along the bluffs, and a few of Custer’s soldiers, taking us for Sioux, fired at us and hit Boy Chief’s horse in the jaw. We kept waving our hats to let them know we were Rees. Custer kept going right on and soon got out of our sight.

We were joined by others soon and there were eight of us with the captured Sioux horses: Little Sioux, One Feather, Bull in Water, one of the Sioux, Red Star, Soldier (Kannoch), Boy Chief, and Strikes Two. We took the horses back until we met the pack train coming, and then left them there with holders.

In the morning of June 25, after we knew that Sioux were in valley, Mitch Bouyer told us that he said to Custer: Why not wait a day until Gibbon cooperates as there are too many Sioux. Custer said: are no more than I handled in another battle. Custer called the officers together and had a council and after this told us he was going to charge the camp, and he wanted us scouts, at the proper time, to go ahead and get the Sioux horses and run them up back of the pack train and stay there, because if we were in front of the soldiers they would take us for Sioux and fire on us. [soldiers, said Custer, not be able to tell the difference between a Sioux and a Ree.] He said we could have all the horses we would capture.

When we got down near the river Custer said: Why don’t you go ahead? What are you waiting for? Then Strikes Two, Forked Horn, Bobtail Bull, Little Brave, Foolish Red Bear, Watokchu and another Sioux crossed the river and made a rush for the horses, but the Sioux got them away. Later we got some of the horses as stated above. Watokchu was in fight in bottom. Good Elk in fight in bottom. Foolish Red Bear and Goose also in fight in bottom.

Left horses with holders and came back to bluffs, and Cross said we ought to get horses farther away so as to make a sure thing of them. Bush, One Feather, Good Face, Red Star, and Little Crow started back toward Powder with these horses. Rest of us stopped with Reno. Nine of us returned from horses and stayed with Reno. We then counted ourselves and concluded that eight of us had been killed, including Young Hawk, Goose, Foolish Red Bear, and Forked Horn whom we at that time did not know were with the soldiers.

We were joined by Billy Cross and went to river to water the horses, and while there Reno was surrounded by the Sioux. We ascended the bluffs and waited, and seeing Reno besieged and it getting dark (could see the flash of guns), Stab said: We cannot go to the soldiers. Let us go to Powder River. We camped halfway. (Did not appear to know Baker at all.) The Rees with the horses were way up ahead and we did not overtake them that night. the Sioux had chased them and had retaken the horses.

The reason the few Rees started out early with the horses was that we thought that to make a sure thing of them, we had better get them to Powder River. Custer had told us to get the herd and get it in rear of the pack train, and we could have all the horses we could capture, which was to us a great incentive to capture all we could.

1 MSS, field notes, unclassified envelope 77, IU Library, IN.

[CN] 3.107
 [CT] STRIKES TWO AND YOUNG HAWK: INTERVIEWS WITH CAMP

[Fort Berthold Indian Reservation, August 7, 1910]

Was Billy Cross with the party who captured ponies or in Reno’s retreat? In Reno’s retreat. Did they see any- thing of White Swan’s fight? Yes, it was during the retreat of the Rees. Was Young Hawk left in the timber mounted or dismounted and how did he get out? Mounted. Did those who captured ponies see anything of Custer and his five companies when they ascended the bluffs or before? Yes, passed near him and were shot at by a few soldiers. They must therefore have come up just after Knipe left. How long before battle began did Rees capture Sioux horses? Quite a while. How far was it from the place ran them up the bluffs to the Reno corral? Just about where Reno retreated up, says Strikes Two. Who was the brother of Boy Chief? Good Elk. It is an error to say that the Rees, who passed the pack train, had then started for Powder River. The Rees who captured the ponies ran them up the valley a few miles to get them out of sight and left them with holders.

Both Young Hawk and Strikes Two said there were two Jacksons and two white scouts. Neither of them seemed to remember that there were three half-breeds. Young Hawk said the two white men were called Ieska and Choka Wo. Ieska was thought by Young Hawk to be Billy Cross and Choka Wo to be Baker. Said Choka Wo’s horse was killed and that Choka Wo was left in the timber and he got a Sioux horse. This may have been Cross. Strikes Two was more definite and said that one of the two white men was killed (Charley Reynolds) and the other (Choka Wo) went to Powder River, with the Rees. Choka Wo must therefore have been Cross. Neither of them appears to remember Baker. Strikes Two says Choka Wo is the one who came down the hill with the Rees to water the horses and got cut off from Reno by the Sioux..

1 MSS, field notes, unclassified envelope 77, IU Library,

[CN] 3.108
 [CT] ALFRED H. TERRY: EXCERPTS FROM HIS FIELD DIARY OF 1876

The following are unedited excerpts from General Terry’s field diary. I have started from 9 June 1876. Most of the preceding pages contain nothing much of interest that hasn’t been covered in most histories of the campaign. It is all rather dull and humdrum. Truth be told, so is much of the quoted material, but it has the virtue of being first-hand information from the overall commander of the Dakota and Montana columns.

Terry sometimes refers to John Gibbon as “Gibson” and I have corrected this where necessary.

9 Friday: Steamer started up river at 4 AM. Met General Gibbon some distance below his camp at 11 o’clk Reached his camp at 12:30. Started to return at 1 o’clk. Arrived at mouth of Powder 2:50 Started for camp3:40. Heavy rain commenced at 4:10 & continued during March. Found that river had risen & that the fords were considerably more difficult than the day before. Reached camp 9:50 Rain continued during night.

10th Saturday: Rained till 11 o’clk but not heavy. Issued orders for Reno to make scout up the Powder to go to the forks of the Powder thence to go to the head of Mizpah Creek thence down to the mouth of the Mizpah & then by Pumpkin Creek to Tongue river. Reno moved at 5 P.M. Sent men with his command to reconnoiter route on plateau on right bank of Powder to mouth Also Gibson to find plateau. Gibbon did nothing

11 Sunday: Men not returned. Determined I must go instead. Custer with one company the advance. Self with main body. Started 5:50 Halt to make road 6:15 Successive halts for road making till 8 o’clk Reached plateau marched on plateau 3/4 mile & halted Advanced at 9:30, at 10:30 halted at head of ravine to determine whether to follow Custer’s trail or to cross the ravine. Wagons started on Custer’s trail without authority, therefore directed column to follow. Trail led to bottom lands of Powder Reached creek - dry - down banks, bridged bottom & crossed by 1:30 Ascended again to plateau - very high - halted 12:20 Advanced at 12:55 Reached creek at 1:55 Halt to make road Moved on at 2:45 to plateau & halted main advance. Moved again at 4:05. Reached camp on Yellowstone 6:15

12 Monday: Far West unloaded & dispatched down the river at 12:30 to bring stores from stockade Mail sent by her.

13 Tuesday: Far West returned with stores

14 Wednesday: Issued orders for Custer with 6 Cos 7th Cavalry & Battery to start for Tongue river at 6 o’clk tomorrow morning. Far West to be loaded with 70 tons of forage & 50 tons of subsistence. 25 additional mules to be taken by Custer to replace any that may have become broken down in Reno’s march. Band of 7th to remain at depot.

15th Thursday: Custer started at 7 o’clk. Boat started, Self & staff, Baker’s Co. 6th Infty on board at 1:30 At 5:30 15 miles from Powder River, machinery broke down

16 Friday: Machinery repaired Started at 2:30 A.M. Buffalo rapids at 8:20 o’clk., found water 6ft our spot. Only a second attempt to get up necessary. Arrived at Custer’s camp 12:15

17 Saturday: At 8 AM. On steamer to mouth of Tongue river Up Tongue river to head of branch of mouth which discharges near camp. Aground but too deep for fording. Probably boat could proceed further with careful navigation. Dist. up Tongue 500 yds. A good position for a post at the junction of the Tongue & Yellowstone. Southside of Yellowstone West bank of Tongue. Plenty of wood for building & for fuel extensively for the latter. Yellowstone at mouth of Tongue 800 ft estimated by firing from several volleys.

18 Sunday: Moved up the river short distance to cut wood Then returned to landing.

19th Monday: Lay in landing. In afternoon received dispatches from Major Reno informing me that he had been to mouth of Rosebud Also note from Gibbon. Sent Hughes to meet Reno. Reno gave him no reason for his disobedience of Orders.

20 Thursday: Directed Custer to cross Tongue & march to Reno’s Camp, then to receive supplies from boat & thence to go on to Rosebud with whole regiment. Reloaded boat & started on to Reno’s Camp at 9:15. Reached Reno’s camp at 12:30. Landed some stores & then moved up to upper portion of camp & loaded stores. Took on board Gatlings. Sailed up river at 3:45. Tied up 9 o’clk.

21 Wednesday: Boat started, Reached Gibbon’s Camp 8:30 o’clk. Left Gibbon at 9:30 Rosebud 11:45 Returned down the river to the better point selected by Custer for his Camp. At 4 o’clk put Low’s battery across the river. Gave him instructions to follow the trail of Gibbon’s Column & report to Ball. Sent 13 of the mules injured in Reno’s march by Low for Gibbon’s column.

22 Thursday: Sent Custer his orders in the morning. Custer started at noon or 12:10 noon. Sent six Indian Scouts - Rees – to Powder River Depot with mail & orders to Major Moore to send up Josephine with supplies about 3 o’clk. Steamer started up river soon after Rain till 8:15

Friday 23:.Still running up river Tied up at 8:40. Said to be about 15 miles by river from Big Horn.

Saturday 24th: Started out. Stopped at Ft Pease at 5 o’clk. Took in wood. Reached camp. Orders given by General Gibbon for immediate advancement. Landed detachment of Indian Scouts on right bank at 10:35, they having instructed to scout Tullock’s Creek. Return at once for Cavalry to a point where the prairie ceases on the left bank. Ceases a mile above camp. Found Infty at boat - required to cross Cavalry, Infantry & Artillery. At 4:15 Major Brisbin reported that Guide Taylor had found a good crossing at Tullock’s. Immediately ordered troops advance. They moved out at about five. General Gibbon sick on boat unable to move. Started in person with staff, orderlies & H.Qrs. pack train at 6 o’clk P.M. Arrived at camp about 7:30 having been delayed by repacking mules. At about 8:45 Indian scouts returned bringing intelligence that they had seen buffalo running about six miles up the valley. One of them wounded by an arrow. Afraid to go further. Determined to move up the valley at 5 A.M. to-morrow. Sent orders to Far West to enter Big Horn at noon to-morrow & make to mouth of Little Big Horn by noon the day after to-morrow.

25th Sunday: Dr. Williams who was left with Gen. G. arrived in camp 4:45. Started 5:30 1st Halt 6:35 A. 6:55 turned to the right to gain the summit of the dividing ridge between Tullock’s and Big Horn. Gained summit & halted at 7:55. Advanced 8:35. Halt 9:40 S 10 H 10:50 for battery which had broken pole S 11:20 H 12:20 Sent Mr. Bradley to left to scout ridge to look over to Little Horn. Started 12:45 and reached Big Horn at about half past one. Cavalry at about two o’clk sent up Big Horn 1 1/2 to 2 miles & unsaddled. Infantry & battery arrived about 3 o’clk. Went forward to Cavalry about 4. Leave orders for Cavy to move about 5 o’clk, for Infantry to start the next morning at least as early as 4 o’clk. Started with cavalry & battery at 5 1/2 o’clk Commenced to rain rather heavily at times. Difficulties of the road at times almost indescribable especially in the dark. Captain Ball at first the guide. Finally one of the Crow scouts undertook to reach a creek near Little Horn with grass & water. Found Creek & got into Camp about 12 o’clk. Battery obliged to leave guns about 1/4 miles from camp. Ordered scouts to be sent forward at daylight to find Ind camp & guides to be sent back for Infantry. no fires or lights.

26th Monday: At 1/2 past seven Gen. B. brought note from Bradley Comdg Scouts saying he had discovered fresh Indian trail 4 Sioux who were not far from this camp. Taylor guide who had been sent to find route also reported two others. Had intended to wait arrival of infantry but directed command to be prepared to move as soon as men could get down coffee. Battery got in at 7:50. Started at 10 o’clk. Crossed Small creek and moved on line beyond creek & halted for Infantry. Before crossing General Gibbon came up & assumed command. Moved on to a point 9 1/2 miles crossed Little Big Horn & halted to rest. Infantry who had marched 22 1/2 miles. Advanced & crossed creek 2:20. Marched out at 5:20. Halted 6:20. Before leaving creek sent two Scouts to communicate with Custer offering each $200 if they would get through. Scouts were Taylor & Bostwick. At about 6:40 Bostwick arrived back & reported Indians. Indians in parties. March continued till 8:40 Camp.

Tuesday, June 27th: Started at 7 1/2. 1 1/2 to 2 m out stopped 10 minutes. Then moved on to hill & at 8:20 saw a few tepees about 2 miles in front of bottom. Reached Reno’s position about 11 o’clk. Troops encamped in bottom some distance below Reno‘s bluff. Wounded brought down to camp in bottom. Removal completed shortly after night fall. Supplies brought down. Sent messenger to find Steamer with orders in evening

Wednesday June 28: Reno abandoned hill in morning. Moved down ridge & buried officers & men of Custer’s five companies. Then came into valley & encamped on the right of Gibbon. Moved camp about four miles down valley at 8:00 P. Great trouble with hand litters. Horse litters reported as doing as well.

Thursday 29th: Ordered Lt. McGuire with one company of cavalry as escort to make survey of battlefield. Ordered poles to be prepared to make full compliment of horse litters. Litters completed & fording commenced & march commenced at 6 1/2 P.M. Reached boat about 2 A.M. of the 30th. Litters a great success.

Editor’s Note: The rest of the diary goes on through most of August; this is the end of references to Custer and the battle.

[CN] 3.109
 [CT] TWO MOON, NORTHERN CHEYENNE: ACCOUNT FROM “CUSTER‘S LAST FIGHT AS SEEN BY TWO MOON” AS TOLD TO HAMLIN GARLAND AND PUBLISHED IN MCCLURE’S MAGAZINE, SEPTEMBER 1898

Two Moon, whose name is also seen, probably correctly, as Two Moons, was, like many other Indian “leaders,” largely a product of the whites who operated the reservation upon which he resided. Although there is no doubt that he was at the Little Horn and was an active participant in the fighting, his role and especially his prominence have been exaggerated by writers and by himself in order to add to the stature that the whites tried to give him in order to control the Northern Cheyennes on the reservation. After the surrender of the northern hostiles, Two Moon was always amenable to the blandishments of the agents and the government and was a willing tool of the white man. He served his people very well in the times of peace and was justly venerated by them, but he was not a big chief or leading warrior at the Little Horn.

At the time of the Custer battle, Two Moon was a minor chief of the Fox warrior society of the Northern Cheyennes. There were three of these warrior societies represented at the Little Horn [Fox, Elk and Crazy Dog] and each had a principal chief and nine “little chiefs” there. These warrior society chiefs, or leaders, were distinct from the “old men chiefs” of the Cheyennes, but most of them had personal followings of various sizes and hence led their own small bands.

The story of Two Moon appeared in McClure’s magazine for September 1898, under the byline of Hamlin Garland. It is one of the best-known of the accounts from Hostile Indians and certainly one of the most often quoted by past writers on the subject of Custer’s last fight. It is unfortunate that it contains so many inaccuracies, since it is cited so often, especially the very picturesque descriptions of the final moments and the “like water swirling around a stone” passage - which is probably the most-used quotation from the narrative, and sounds positively marvelous when read aloud. Of course, one cannot know how much of the blame rests upon Two Moon and how much upon Mr. Garland, but there is no question but that Two Moon had allowed such misrepresentations long before Garland happened on the scene.

I have omitted the introductory paragraphs, which deal only with Garland’s trip to Two Moon’s house and their preliminary conversation with the interpreter, Wolf Voice, but have edited the remainder only slightly. I have also added notes where appropriate, but have refrained from any copious commentary. 

That spring (1876) I was camped on Powder River with fifty lodges of my people – Cheyennes. …One morning soldiers charged my camp. They were in command of Three Fingers (Colonel McKenzie). We were surprised and scattered, leaving our ponies. The soldiers ran all our horses off. That night the soldiers slept, leaving the horses one side; so we crept up and stole them back again, and then we went away [this was, of course, the attack by Reynolds on the village of Old Bear. Two Moon makes it seem that he was the chief, when such is not the case].

We traveled far, and one day we met a big camp of Sioux at Charcoal Butte. We camped with the Sioux and had a good time, plenty grass, plenty game, good water. Crazy Horse was head chief of the camp. Sitting Bull was camped a little ways below, on the Little Missouri River.

Crazy Horse said to me, “I’m glad you are come. We are going to fight the white man again.”

The camp was already full of wounded men, women, and children.

I said to Crazy Horse, “All right. I am ready to fight. I have fought already. My people have been killed, my horses stolen; I am satisfied to fight.”

About May, when the grass was tall and the horses strong, we broke camp and started across the country to the mouth of the Tongue River. Then Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse and all went up the Rosebud. There we had a big fight with General Crook, and whipped him. Many soldiers were killed - few Indians. It was a great fight, much smoke and dust.

From there we all went over the divide, and camped in the valley of Little Horn. Everybody thought, “Now we are out of the white man’s country. He can live there, we will live here.” After a few days, one morning when I was in camp north of Sitting Bull, a Sioux messenger rode up and said, “Let everybody paint up, cook, and get ready for a big dance.”

…I went to water my horses at the creek, and washed them off with cool water, then took a swim myself. I came back to the camp afoot. When I got near my lodge, I looked up the Little Horn towards Sitting Bull’s camp. I saw a great dust rising. It looked like a whirlwind. Soon Sioux horseman came rushing into camp shouting: “Soldiers come! Plenty white soldiers.”

I ran into my lodge, and said to my brother-in-law, “Get your horses; the white man is coming. Everybody run for horses.”

Outside, far up the valley, I heard a battle cry, Hay hay-ay! I heard shooting, too, this way (clapping his hands very fast). I couldn’t see any Indians. Everybody was getting horses and saddles. After I had caught my horse, A Sioux warrior came again and said, “Many soldiers are coming.”

Then he said to the women, “Get out of the way, we are going to have a hard fight.”

…I got on my horse, and rode out into my camp. I called out to the people all running about: “I am Two Moon, your chief. Don’t run away. Stay here and fight. You must stay and fight the white soldiers. I shall stay even if I am to be killed.”

I rode swiftly toward Sitting Bull’s camp. There I saw the white soldiers fighting in a line (Reno’s men). Indians covered the flat. They began to drive the soldiers all mixed up - Sioux, then soldiers, then more Sioux, and all shooting. The air was full of smoke and dust. I saw the soldiers fall back and drop into the river-bed like buffalo fleeing. They had no time to look for a crossing. The Sioux chased them up the hill, where they met more soldiers in wagons [there were no wagons - the reference is either to Benteen’s battalion, or wholly imaginary], and then messengers came saying more soldiers were going to kill the women, and the Sioux turned back. Chief Gall was there fighting. Crazy Horse also.

I then rode toward my camp, and stopped squaws from carrying off lodges. While I was sitting on my horse I saw flags come up over the hill to the east like that (he raised his fingertips). Then the soldiers rose all at once, all on horses, like this (he put his fingers behind each other to indicate that Custer appeared marching in columns of fours). They formed into three branches (squadrons) with a little ways between. Then a bugle sounded and they all got off horses, and some soldiers led the horses back over the hill.

Then the Sioux rode up the ridge on all sides, riding very fast. The Cheyennes went up the left way. Then the shooting was very quick, quick. Pop - pop - pop very fast. Some of the soldiers were down on their knees, some standing. Officers all in front. The smoke was like a great cloud, and everywhere the Sioux went the dust rose like smoke. We circled all around them - swirling like water round a stone. We shoot, we ride fast, we shoot again. Soldiers drop, and horses fall on them. Soldiers in line drop, but one man rides up and down the line - all the time shouting. He rode a sorrel horse with white face and white fore-legs. I don’t know who he was. He was a brave man.

Indians keep swirling round and round, and the soldiers killed only a few. Many soldiers fell. At last all horses killed but five. Once in a while some man would break out and run toward the river, but he would fall. At last about a hundred men and five horsemen stood on the hill all bunched together. All along the bugler kept blowing his commands. He was very brave too. Then a chief was killed. I hear it was Long Hair (Custer), I don’t know; and then the five horsemen and the bunch of men, may be so forty, started toward the river. The man on the sorrel horse led them, shouting all the time. He wore buckskin shirt, and had long black hair and mustache. He fought hard with a big knife [only DeRudio and Mathey had brought their sabers along, and neither was on this field]. His men were all covered with white dust. I couldn’t tell whether they were officers or not. One man all alone ran far down toward the river, then round up over the hill. I thought he was going to escape, but a Sioux fired and hit him in the head. He was the last man. He wore braid on his arms. (Sergeant Butler?) [The evidence is that Butler made a stand of some duration before being killed. This is based upon the number of cartridge shells noted around and under his body].

All the soldiers were now killed, and the bodies were stripped. After that no one could tell which were officers. The bodies were left where they fell. We had no dance that night. We were sorrowful.

Next day four Sioux chiefs and two Cheyennes and I, Two Moon, went upon the battlefield to count the dead. One man carried a little bundle of sticks. When we came to dead men, we took a little stick and gave it to another man, so we counted the dead. There were 388 [Custer’s command numbered 210]. There were thirty-nine Sioux and seven Cheyennes killed, and about a hundred wounded.

Some white soldiers were cut with knives, to make sure they were dead; and the war women had mangled some. Most of them were left just where they fell. We came to the man with big mustache; he lay down the hill towards the river. The Indians did not take his buckskin shirt. The Sioux said, “This is a big chief. That is Long Hair.” I don’t know. I had never seen him. The man on the white-faced horse was the bravest [This could not have been Custer, unless the Indians did take his shirt and then move his body up to the top of the knoll where it was found].

That day as the sun was getting low our young men came up the Little Horn riding hard. Many white soldiers were coming in a big boat, and when we looked we could see the smoke rising. I called my people together, and we hurried up the Little Horn, into Rotten Grass Valley. We camped there three days, and then rode swiftly back over our old trail to the east. Sitting Bull went back into the Rosebud and down the Yellowstone, and away to the north. I did not see him again

That was a long time ago. I am now old, and my mind has changed. I would rather see my people living in houses and singing and dancing. You have talked with me about fighting, and I have told you of the time long ago. All that is past. I think of these things now: First that our reservation shall be fenced and the white settlers kept out and our young men kept in. Then there will be no trouble. Second, I want to see my people raising cattle and making butter. Last, I want to see my people going to school to learn the white man’s way. That is all…

[CN] 3.110
 [CT] CHARLES A. VARNUM: UNDATED STATEMENT FOUND IN THE PAPERS OF CHARLES FRANCIS BATES

Charles Francis Bates, Colonel U.S.A. (retired) was among other things, the author of ‘Custer’s Indian Battles’ [refer to B4.8] a rather pro-Custer look at Custer’s experiences on the plains. The reproduced statement was found in his papers relating to the writing of that book.

In his acknowledgments, Bates gives thanks to several persons, including Varnum, which would tend to indicate that the interview or statement was done or given some time previous to the publication of the book, although it could have been later. Judging from the quality of the content, I would guess at an earlier, rather than a later date – perhaps in the late 20s or early 30s.

The statement gives several interesting bits of information and also Varnum’s “take” on a couple of somewhat controversial points, especially as they reflect upon Custer’s mindset and perhaps his early intent to disobey whatever instructions he should receive from General Terry. I see no reason to either edit the material or to make much in the way of commentary. I would note however, that Varnum characterized Terry’s “orders” to Custer dated 22 June 1876, as a letter of instructions. 

INTERVIEW WITH COL. VARNUM

Much has been said about a remark made to Col. Ludlow of the U. S. Engineer Corps to Gen. Custer as he (Custer) passed through the streets of St. Paul on the way to Fort Lincoln just prior to the departure of the command for the campaign of 1876. Custer is said to have said something to the effect “that he proposed to swing clear of Terry.” Custer had been in command of the Black Hills exploration expedition of 1874 and Ludlow was the engineer officer of that reconnaissance. Custer was always ready to enjoy a joke with his friends and he and Ludlow were very intimate. Whatever statement was made was undoubtedly with the idea that there would be an opportunity for a rapid blow to be struck by the cavalry alone and that he would be the one to strike the blow. Every natural born cavalryman desires to get off on an expedition of his own free and clear of the infantrymen whose slow movements would impede the successful and rapid march of the cavalry.

Sheridan in the Civil War in Virginia had a spirited difference with Gen. Meade over this very point and the matter was finally referred by General Meade to General Grant telling him that Sheridan had said “if allowed to go out with his cavalry alone, he would whip J.E.B. Stuart.” Grant remarked “If Sheridan said he could do that, let him go out and do it.” Sheridan carried out his plan and Stuart was killed at Yellow Tavern in front of Custer’s Michigan Cavalry. I have no doubt that Custer made some such remark but I do not believe for a moment that he had any idea of taking any advantage of Gen. Terry for whom General Custer had a warm, personal feeling.

I understand that the correspondence between Gen. Terry, Department Commander, and General Gibbon several months before the departure of the troops from Fort Lincoln showed clearly that the Montana column under General Gibbon was to be a sort of base of supplies upon which Custer could retire if defeated or resupply himself with provisions if necessary. This plan was not changed except that the Big Horn being high, the steamer Far West, was pushed up that river to the mouth of the Little Big Horn and the Seventh Inf. and 2nd Cavalry marched overland, having been ferried across the Yellowstone by the Far West.

There has been much speculation about what I feel sure was a bit of pleasantry on the part of General Gibbon. As the entire Seventh Cavalry passed General Terry in review on the 22nd, just prior to their departure up the Rosebud River, General Gibbon said to General Custer as he bade him good bye, “Don’t be greedy Custer, leave some for us” or words to that effect. Many years afterwards this was brought up as an additional evidence that Custer was disposed to upset the carefully laid plans. An officer asked Gibbon one day what he meant by this “greedy” remark. Gibbon replied: “I meant nothing in that except that I wanted Custer to know that I knew he was always ready to fight and that I wanted him to know that if there was anything I could do, I was ready and willing to do it.” This conversation was published in the [Journal of the] Military Institute, then published on Governor’s Island.

I am satisfied that the whole plan was a pursuit plan, which is the key note of General Terry’s letter of instructions dated June 22nd. It might be described as a cowboy round-up of Indians. Bradley’s Diary, Gibbon’s Infantry Chief of Scouts, Kellogg’s Dispatches sent to the papers just prior to his departing up the Rosebud all tend clearly to show that it was supposed that the Cavalry would strike the blow. Infantry in the summer time would have great difficulty in keeping up with Indians unless they were mounted on Indian ponies as the 5th Infantry finally was. I have seen a photostatic copy of a letter dated June 21 written in pencil by Captain Geo. Yates who was killed in command of F Co., the “Band Box Troop.” In this letter Captain Yates states what he thinks the plan will be. Boiled down this short pencil note, written by an officer who was very intimate with Custer, (Custer in the Civil War had procured an appointment of Yates on Major General Pleasanton’s staff) was almost the same in general effect as the longer and more formal letter of instructions signed by Capt. Smith as the representative of General Terry. It seemed to me a carte blanche letter of instructions to act on his own initiative and in his own discretion.

I think the rate of march from the Rosebud at its junction with the Yellowstone was a very moderate march and I think Lt. Wallace’s statement of the length of the marches up to sundown or retreat on the afternoon of the 24th, was accurate. In that period there was no march of 45 miles or anything like it. I understand the map today checks accurately Lt. Wallace’s statement. The raw pack train composed of mules with saw buck packs, the mules just being taken off from the wagon train, could not go any faster. There was a march of eight or ten miles the night of the 24th, and the morning of the 25th of June in order to get nearer the divide between the Rosebud and the Little Big Horn. Then the march started again very late in the morning, I think about eight o’clock.

All the Indians I saw and I was in charge of Indian scouts, were nine. First from a high peak called by the Indians Crows Nest, I saw an old Indian leading a pony and a boy riding behind whipping the pony. These two Indians were going away from the village. Later on in the same early morning, I saw seven Indians riding in single file. Suddenly I believe they, the Indians, must have seen the command down the coulee for the Indians disappeared. They were going away from the village.

Mr. W.M. Camp for twenty years traveled in the west on railway business. He told me that he had ascertained the whereabouts of these Indians and had talked with them and ascertained that they did not go back to the hostile camp. Custer, I am sure, supposed that these Indians went right back to the hostile camp which our Indian scouts claimed they had discovered at break of day from Crows Nest, although I could not see them and Custer did not see them or could not see them. I have heard that there was an Indian found on the back trail opening a box of some kind, but this I cannot verify. I later on after Capt. Benteen went out on the left flank for a reconnaissance, started out myself and made quite a detour and found the country very rough and finally determined to get back and did so. I, however, saw the Indians in considerable numbers some five or six miles away.

I remember distinctly as I rode away to join Reno in his attack I being in charge of the Indian scouts except the five who were with Custer, that I looked back and saw Lt. Wallace who was my most intimate friend, riding by General Custer. He was the acting Engineer Officer of the regiment and kept the itinerary. I shouted out to him in substance the following: ‘Come on Wallace, don’t stay back there with those coffee coolers. Come with the fighting men.” Custer heard it, shook his fist at me as if he were very angry, and motioned to Wallace to go with me. Then Custer raised his hat as if in a bantering way acknowledging the joke which he seemed to greatly relish. This saved the life of Wallace. He is probably one of the few men in the United States Army whose life was ever saved by a joke. I must have been on fairly intimate terms with General Custer, for he was the kind of man who kept officers at a distance as a rule. He looked the part of an officer always, but I suppose that I had been in two pretty sharp Indian fights in 1873 under him, and that therefore I had gotten into a relationship that made him lenient with what he would have regarded as impudence on the part of some officers who did not know him so well. I mention this because it shows that Custer’s spirits were far from being depressed on the eve of the big disaster. His old father summed up his character thus: “My son was not reckless. They should not say that. He fought to whip.”

[CN] 3.111
 [CT] CHARLES A.VARNUM: TESTIMONY AT THE RENO COURT OF INQUIRY, 1879

Second Lieutenant Charles A. Varnum was the chief-of-scouts in Custer’s command, accompanied the Reno battalion into the Little Horn valley, fought there and on the hilltop and was a witness to much of what went on during the march from the Rosebud to the Little Horn. He has left much valuable evidence, in the form of correspondence and interviews, and his testimony at the Reno Inquiry is especially valuable. It is reproduced here in its entirety, with a minimum of editing and commentary.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) State your name, rank, regiment and where serving.

A) Charles A. Varnum, First Lieutenant and Quartermaster, 7th Cavalry, serving at Fort Lincoln, Dakota Territory.

Q) On what duty were you on the 25th and 26th days of June 1876, and with what command?

A) I was Second Lieutenant, 7th Cavalry, at that time in command of a detachment of Indian scouts with the 7th Cavalry, under General Custer, in the vicinity of the Little Big Horn River, Montana Territory.

Q) Of what troops or companies did General Custer’s command consist, on the morning of June 25, 1876?

A) It consisted of 12 companies of the 7th Cavalry and a detachment of Indian scouts which I commanded.

Q) Was Major M. A. Reno, 7th Cavalry, with that command?

A) He was, as second-in-command.

Q) Against what enemy, if any, was that command operating?

A) Against the hostile Sioux Indians.

Q) State whether or not the 12 companies of the 7th Cavalry were together on the morning of the 25th of June 1876.

A) They were.

Q) At that time, what were the indications, if any, of the proximity of hostile Indians?

A) I was not on the trail, exactly, on the morning of the 25th but was detached, scouting. The indications were the statements of our Indians [the Crow scouts] that they could see the village.

Q) State, if you know, into what battalions the command was divided, on the 25th of June and what officers were assigned to the command of those battalions.

A) I was not present with the command when the division was made, and do not know except as [it] appeared after.

Q) State whether or not Major Reno had command of a separate battalion on the 25th of June?

A) He had.

Q) How many companies were in his battalion, and what was its effective strength?

A) I don’t know what command was assigned to Major Reno. I only know what was under his command when I met him. He then had three companies with him. The number of men is a matter of opinion only. I think the companies averaged about 40 men each.

Q) Do you know what orders were given by General Custer, or his adjutant, to Major Reno on the 25th of June 1876, with reference to attacking or pursuing the hostile Indians?

A) I did not hear any. I was not present.

Q) Was there any separation of the command, and at what point did the separation of Major Reno’s command from General Custer’s occur?

A) The command of Major Reno was passing General Custer and his staff at the time I reported to General Custer. That was about a mile from where Major Reno afterwards crossed the Little Big Horn. I started on and fell in with the command as it went. I think one company of the battalion had crossed the river when I reached it.

Q) Describe, with as much particularity as you can, the movements of the three companies of Major Reno’s command from the time it separated from General Custer’s column to the time those companies came within sight of the Indian village, or within sight of the Indians, and state what orders, if any, were given by Major Reno during that particular period of time.

A) I do not know whether the Indians had been seen by Major Reno’s command at the time it separated from General Custer, or not. I had seen the Indians in the bottom for an hour or more before the separation took place and I was on the high bluffs [on the left side of Ash Creek]. The three companies moved out in a column-of-fours at a rapid gait. I rode at the flank at a rapid gait to overtake the head of the column, crossing the river as I have stated.

Q) After separating from General Custer’s column, where did you last see it, before crossing the river?

A) I did not see it again after I left it. Probably I might have seen it, but I did not look for it.

Q) When Major Reno’s command went down to this ford, how far was it ahead of General Custer’s column at the time it reached the ford, judging by the gait both were going?

A) When I left General Custer, he was at the head of his column moving at a walk. Major Reno pulled out at a trot. From what I have seen of the country since, General Custer must have turned off, so that it is impossible for me to tell what [were] their relative positions. They may have been traveling in the same general direction, or not. I don’t know.

Q) What time of day was it, when the village was first seen by you, and how far was Major Reno’s command from the village, and how far was General Custer’s column from it?

A) I had seen the village before the commands separated.

Q) Describe fully and clearly the location of the village when it was seen by you, the topography of the country around it, in reference to the stream, the hills, and mountains around it - as it appeared at the time, or as subsequently ascertained by you.

A) The village was situated along the left bank of the Little Big Horn, and owning to the lay of the land, that is the bends of the stream and the timber around on the left bank, it was impossible, unless you get out on the plain, to see much of the village. I could see some of the tepees, but it was impossible to see the whole extent of it, and never having been over the ground since where the village stood, I don’t know the lay of the country there.

Q) From the view you had of the village, or of the Indians, what was your opinion at the time as to the size of the village, that is, the effective fighting force - and state to what extent those impressions were confirmed by events that transpired after.

A) I don’t think I ever made an estimate of the strength of the Indians till it was over. There were more Indians than I ever saw before. I had seen immense numbers of Indians from the top of the bluffs while out scouting and knew there was a very large village there.

Q) Begin at the right bank of the Little Big Horn where Major Reno separated from General Custer and give a detailed description, in narrative form, of the successive movements of Major Reno’s column, the orders given by Major Reno or executed under his direction, stating every circumstance within your knowledge as to his conduct as the commander of troops, up to and including the 26th of June 1876. In answer to this question, give a description of the ground passed over by Major Reno’s command, the stream or streams crossed, the engagements had, and, in short, every circumstance having any relation to the conduct of Major Reno or his command on the 25th and 26th days of June 1876.

A) As I said before, I left the head of General Custer’s column to overtake the battalion that was passing us, to get ahead of the troops themselves to scout again, and the head of the column soon after crossed a little tributary of the Little Big Horn [Ash Creek]. I was about the middle of the column as it passed there, and forced off the trail, and didn’t join the command until it was just crossing that ford. One company had got across the ford at the time I got across myself. There were eight or ten Indian scouts with me at the time, and as soon as the column passed, I was joined by Lieutenant Hare who had been detailed to assist me in scouting.

We started out 50 to 75 yards ahead of the command. The bottom opened out wider as we went down the stream. There was quite a large body of the Indians some little distance off and they were running away from us and then running back, running back and forth across the prairie and toward us and in every direction, apparently trying to kick up all the dust they could, and it was so covered with dust it was impossible to discover the number of Indians there. At times they were apparently running away from us, and then halting and circling around and making a heavy dust. I noticed all of a sudden that they stopped and turned backward, and I turned my head around and glanced back to see the cause, and I noticed a battalion deploying from column into line and I supposed at the time that they supposed they were going to halt and turned back on us at that time.

The command then moved forward again in line and we rode on, I suppose, 50 yards in front of the line and as we went down the bottom we worked out toward the bluffs, toward the left of Colonel Reno’s line. The Indians let us come closer and closer as we came down, and we could see about half way down to where the final halt was made, and we could see a number of Indian tepees; and as we worked out toward the left, we could see quite a number of [Indians], and they evidently were circling amongst themselves -and when they got down opposite the village, they didn’t uncover the village much.

We went on down, possibly two miles, and the line halted and dismounted. I was not present and didn’t hear any of the orders and don’t know what orders were given. When the line halted I rode with Lieutenant Hare in toward the line, and the Indian scouts, as they generally fight in the Indian fashion, were gone, I don’t know where, and my old company that I belonged to was in the line, Captain Moylan’s company, and I went back and reported to him and told him I should stop with his company during the fight.

The line was then deployed perpendicularly to the general direction of the river, and the skirmish immediately commenced between the Indians and the troops. When I had been on the line ten or fifteen minutes, I heard somebody say that G Company was going to charge a portion of the village down through the woods, or something to that effect. I heard some of the men calling out, “G Company is going to charge!” I was on my horse and I rode down into the timber to go with the company that was going to charge the village. In the timber there is a little glade or opening, and I know in riding in on to this opening, I could see the stream in one direction so we must have been near the stream, and I could see the line of the opening in front, and I supposed there was a detached portion of the village on the other side of the stream, and that is where they were going. I heard no orders. It was just a rumor that I followed, and I saw Colonel Reno there. He was right with G Company, evidently deploying it, or assisting to deploy it, to go through the woods. The company was on the downstream side of the opening and I said, “I am going to charge!” or something like that, and I rode to where the Colonel was, and the Colonel asked me if I had just come from the line in front and I told him I had, a few moments ago.

In coming down there, I was delayed by the narrow intricate paths in the first edge of the timber, getting through there with my horse, and he said, “I wish you would go back there and see how things are going on, and come back and report to me.” I turned back on my horse and was riding across this opening, when I met Lieutenant Hodgson and asked him if he had just come from the line, and he said he had, and I told him Major Reno wanted to know what was going on on the line, and if he would report to him, I would ride up and come down again a few moments afterward. I was with him a few minutes. He thought his horse was shot, and he was anxious to know about it, and that delayed me a minute, then I went up on the line. I went up through the paths to where the line was. The line at that time appeared to have fallen back to the edge of the timber, that is, it was lying on the edge of the timber instead of being perpendicular to it. The command was lying in the timber and I could not see all of the men. I saw Captain Moylan the first when I got on to the edge of the line, and he called out, I don’t know that he intended to speak to me, that the horses that we had dismounted from were beyond the left flank of our line, that the Indians were circling into the timber toward his left flank and would cut off our horses, and that all our extra ammunition was there, and that something must be done. I told him that I would bring them up and I went back.

In order to go down the line I had to go down into the woods to this opening, and I rode down to the left of the line and called out for A Company men to follow me with their horses and then, I guess, the whole of the other companies followed me. I went up with my own company and we came right in the rear of where Captain Moylan was. This was about at the rear of his own line. I dismounted then and went up on the line and as I did so I heard Captain Moylan call that his men were out of ammunition, and he ordered that each alternate man should fall back from the line and get ammunition out of their saddlebags, and return to the line, so as to let the others go back and get ammunition from their saddlebags.

Then I got up to the right of the line, and met Mr. Girard and Charlie Reynolds, and stopped and talked to them I guess about a minute, or two or three minutes, when I heard from the woods cries of “Charge! Charge! We are going to charge!” There was quite a confusion, something about a charge down in the woods, and I jumped up and said, “What’s that?” and started down into the woods and grabbed my horse. Everybody was mounted. I didn’t hear any orders. I just understood the men calling that they were going to charge and I grabbed my horse and mounted him, and this being in the bushes, and the men mounting just outside of the bushes kept me in, and I couldn’t get out until the men had passed. As soon as they passed so that I could get out into the path myself, I came out with the men. The head of the column was then about a couple of rods or something like that from the edge of the timber, as I came out, and I let my horse have his head and pretty soon overtook the head of the column. I had a very fast horse. As I came in with the head of the column, it was probably about halfway from there to the ford at which we crossed soon after. I came up on the left hand side of the column [nearest the river], and I didn’t see any officer at the head, that is, as I came up understand.

I supposed there had been a charge started, and that the first men out of the woods had struck some Indians and wheeled and started for those, and the others might have followed them. I didn’t know what was up, and I yelled to them first to stop, and my horse was plunging, and I plunged by, and I saw Major Reno and Captain Moylan. Not seeing the command at all on the left, I supposed they were not there, and then they went on from there to the river and crossed the stream. Immediately on the other bank of the stream is a very high bluff that went up probably, I should judge one-third of the way as I remember it now, and I know that the horses were pretty well played out. They were all panting, and climbing that perfectly steep hill they could hardly make it.

I don’t know exactly what did happen, at that time, at the head of the column, because my orderly that had been with me was very badly shot, and his horse was shot and his horse fell with him there, and I stopped to pick up a loose horse and mount my orderly. The head of the column halted there or there was sort of a delay there and somebody said they were going to move up on the hill, and there was no use stopping there, so we went up to the top of the hill.

When we arrived on the top of the hill, I found there were several men wounded there - and two or three of them were of my o1d company, the first sergeant and one or two others, and I stopped with them for two or three minutes, getting them off their horses A few moments afterward a column of troops was in sight, coming down the stream toward us, and we stopped there until they came up, which was probably ten or fifteen minutes.

My statements in regard to time are more or less a guess. In ten or fifteen minutes Colonel Benteen came up with his command of three companies At that time a great number of the men had been in the saddle I suppose for a long time, and they took their canteens and ran right down to the stream to get some water. I don’t recollect seeing Colonel Reno there. We were all about there. I don’t remember him exactly, until he came up from the river. He had been down to the river, and when he came up from the river, he spoke about finding Lieutenant Hodgson’s body at the foot of the bluffs, and that his watch was gone but that he had some remaining little trinkets that were on Lieutenant Hodgson’s body.

At this time I don’t think that Captain McDougall’s company with the packs was in sight. I may be mistaken about it, but I don’t think he was, as I remember that Lieutenant Hare started out soon afterward to go and hurry them up. We waited there then for five or ten minutes, when Colonel Reno told me to take a detachment and go down and bury Lieutenant Hodgson’s body. There was nothing there to bury it with, and I told him I would have to wait until the packs came up. We remained there until the packs came up about three-quarters of an hour afterward. I then got two spades from the packs, and started with about six men to go down to the river and bury the bodies. About two-thirds of the way down, I saw a lot of men coming out of the woods, and I stopped to see what was up.

There was a citizen and quite a number of soldiers who came from the woods dismounted, and were climbing the bluffs, coming up out of the bottom [George Herendeen, leading some of the men who had been left in the timber when Reno retreated]. There was timber immediately in the rear of where the fight had occurred down in the bottom. As I started with the men to bury the bodies, somebody, I think Lieutenant Wallace, called to me that they wanted me to come back, and I then started immediately up the hill. I got up the hill and it was very hard, slow work. It was badlands there, and when I got there most of the command had started to move on down the stream along the bluffs, with the exception, I think, of Captain Moylan’s company and possibly some of the others. He had most of the wounded. I think they were all of his company, and the men that he had left when he got out of the bottom were hardly sufficient to carry them. There were very few men there belonging to A Company after the fight, and they moved very slowly.

I stayed with him some time, and I think Captain McDougall’s Company B sent a platoon to assist him in carrying the wounded. I started along with A Company for a while, and as that was near the river, I started up ahead again. I had no command at all. About a mile and a half from there, I joined Captain Weir’s company. That was on the far point of a long range of high bluffs which ran along the right bank of the Little Big Horn. I went on to where his company was dismounted, and firing at Indians who seemed to be coming from out on the prairie and turning back. It was quite long range, but there was a good many shots being fired at him and he was firing away, a slow firing, a shot now and then at quite a little distance. All the Indians in that country seemed to be coming, a little distance off, as fast as they could travel in that direction. Soon after this, we turned and gradually dropped back. I didn’t see the troops leave that farther point but I went back to Captain Moylan and helped with the wounded a little while.

I rode back slowly to the rear, and the troops gradually fell back to a point, I think, a little farther up the stream than where we touched the bluffs. It was quite a slow movement as one or two of the companies were dismounted. They got their horses and fell into line and dropped back into the position that was selected and on which we afterward fought.

The firing was kept up. The entire force seemed to have turned back against us, and we had to fight falling back dismounted, to cover the retreat on to the position where we were located afterward. The firing was kept up as long as we could see until night, a very heavy firing on us, and the men fortified as well as they could with tin cups and sabers [there were no sabers there]; and the next day we continued to fight nearly all day, and the day following [were] joined by General Terry.

Q) State if you know, at what hour of the day Major Reno’s command separated from General Custer’s column to go across the ford.

A) Any statement I may make in regard to time would be a guess on my part. The last time I know anything about was 8 o’clock that morning. I was then on top of the mountain, having been sent there the night before. I have very little to base an opinion of time upon, unless I connect it with somebody else’s statement. I have thought of it a great deal, and I think it must have been 2 o’clock. I base my opinion a good deal on other people’s opinions compared with my own as to time [Varnum is very close – see Chapter 2].

Q) Can you locate the time with reference to any particular object, a knoll or tepee?

A) The separation must have occurred soon after we passed a tepee which stood on a tributary of the Little Big Horn.

Q) State if you can, how long it was after the separation till Major Reno had effected a crossing of the river.

A) Probably 10 or 15 minutes.

Q) Had the whole command got over in that time?

A) Yes, sir, I think so, in 15 minutes.

Q) State whether there was any delay at the crossing, or in crossing - if so, how much and for what purpose?

A) I don’t know about any delay. The water was quite deep there, and the river was probably 25 or 30 feet wide, and in a column of troops getting across there is necessarily some delay - they can’t keep closed up in the water. How much of a stoppage I can’t say.

Q) Did you notice that any of them stopped to water their horses or anything of that kind?

A) No, sir, everything seemed to be moving rapidly.

Q) State in what condition the men and horses were at that time, as regards efficiency, whether the horses were comparatively fresh or entirely played out, or any facts about that matter, and also about the men.

A) I had not ridden with the column since the morning of the 24th. I had been in the hills all the time. As for myself, I was completely exhausted, and nothing but the excitement of going into action kept me in the saddle at all [Varnum had ridden considerably more miles than the command as a whole, and had been awake for longer periods of time, with little sleep].

Q) State what had brought on the exhaustion in your case.

A) It was riding 30 miles on the 24th, then being sent back 10 miles, making 50 miles; then I rode 20 miles more that night, and did not get to the point I was sent to till 2 o’clock in the morning, and as soon as General Custer came up with the command, I was in the saddle again. I was almost constantly in the saddle from 5 o’clock in the morning on the 24th except a short time on the morning of the 25th.

Q) State the relative distance you had traveled as compared with that of the command.

A) They had traveled about the same distance I had except about 20 miles on the afternoon of the 24th, and the difference between going along on the trail and riding out on the hills.

Q) How far was the crossing, where Major Reno’s command crossed the river, [from] the nearest part of the Indian village, as you observed it at the time or after?

A) I have always stated the distance to Major Reno’s skirmish line was about two miles, as near as I could judge it, and from there it was about 800 yards to where the nearest tepees were, in a bend of the river. Then the main bulk of the village was below that. There must have been quite a solid lot of tepees in that bend.

Q) Describe if you can, the route of advance of Major Reno’s command from the crossing as compared with the course of the stream, up to where the men were dismounted and deployed as skirmishers.

A) They moved down the valley of the stream following its general course, not a straight line but merely a direct course. The river is very crooked.

Q) After Major Reno’s command crossed the river, how much time elapsed till they were halted and deployed as skirmishers?

A) Fifteen or 20 minutes I should think, more or less.

Q) At what gait did the command travel across the bottom from the crossing to where the men were deployed as skirmishers?

A) I think at about a fast trot, I am not certain. I was moving ahead and did not notice that particularly. I was moving rapidly and they were close behind me.

Q) Did Major Reno’s command encounter any opposition going from the crossing to where it was halted?

A) There was no absolute contact between his command and the Indians.

Q) State as near as you can, in reference to the point of time established in your own mind, at what time of day it was the men were deployed as skirmishers.

A) It must have been half past two o’clock, that is, assuming my other statement is about correct.

Q) What was the character of the ground from the right of Major Reno’s command to the river, at the time it was first deployed as skirmishers?

A) The timber was very heavy along the edge of what was called the 2nd bench, with dense underbrush and little paths made by animals through it, then rather an open glade with grass in places, then flows the river, with small trees down near the river, that is as I noticed it at the time.

Q) About how far was it from the right of his line to the river?

A) I could not see through and don’t know. It may have been a 100 yards.

Q) State whether or not Major Reno charged the enemy, when he was within engaging distance - or did he at any time give such order and, if so, was it obeyed?

A) I was not near enough to have heard the command if it was given, and can’t say.

Q) When the command was halted were the Indians firing on it?

A) I believe a few shots had been fired before the command was deployed. There was a sort of engagement between the scouts and the Indians. I don’t know who commenced the firing or where, I know there were some stray shots.

Q) Was that immediately before the command deployed, or about that time?

A) About that time.

Q) There was no firing by Indians on the line at the time the command was halted and deployed?

A) No, sir, except those few shots, that I know of.

Q) Where were those few shots?

A) At the left toward the bluff. Lieutenant Hare, I think, fired a few shots.

Q) Describe the nature of the ground in the immediate front of Major Reno’s command when it was halted and deployed as skirmishers.

A) It was open prairie. I learned after that that there were ravines beyond but as far as I saw then it was open, the same as the bottom we had passed over.

Q) How long after Major Reno’s command had been halted and deployed as skirmishers [was it] before any engagement began there, any firing of consequence?

A) They commenced firing as soon as they got in shape, both from the troops and the Indians.

Q) What advance, if any, was made by Major Reno’s command after the engagement commenced?

A) There was no advance made that I know of.

Q) State as near as you can, the number of Indians that engaged Major Reno’s command at that place, and whether during the engagement there was any increase or decrease in the number of Indians, and what movements, if any, were made by the Indians with reference to Major Reno’s command at that place.

A) It is almost impossible to estimate the strength of mounted Indians. There was a very large force there soon after the command was dismounted, and there was a large force circling around us all the time, and passing around to the left and rear. I was on the line about 15 minutes and then went into the timber as I stated before. When I came out I was only on the line 3 or 4 minutes and I did not pay very much attention to it. There was very heavy firing going on, on both sides. I was lying in the edge of the woods with Girard and Reynolds, and was anxious to get a drink out of Girard’s flask, and was paying more attention to that than to the Indians.

Q) How far did the Indians seem to be away at that time?

A) The heaviest force of Indians was toward the immediate right of the line as that covered the village. I think they were about 300 or 400 yards from the line, and then there were others here and there, running around at long range.

Q) About what number of Indians were in Major Reno’s immediate front, firing on him, when you were on the brow of the hill?

A) I don’t believe there were less than three or four hundred, and there may have been a great many more.

Q) Before you left the line to go back into the woods as you have testified, how many Indians were engaging the line, and at what distance from the line?

A) The number actually firing I can’t say. It was a very heavy fire coming from the Indians, and up the valley, the whole valley seemed to be covered with them. How many Indians that dust covered it is impossible to estimate. That dust, more or less, covered the main force of the Indians. As a rule they fire from their horses, and they were scampering around pumping their Winchester rifles into us.

Q) How far was the dust from you so as to obscure the Indians?

A) The heavy dust was 800 or 1000 yards out.

Q) State how long the engagement lasted there from its commencement there in the woods till Major Reno’s command fell back, or left the woods.

A) I would estimate it at half an hour. That is a mere estimate.

Q) Up to the time the command left, state, if you know, how many of Major Reno’s command had been killed or disabled?

A) I know of the First Sergeant of my company and my orderly being shot. With the exception of those two I don’t know.

Q) You were on the line before it went into the woods?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did you see where there were any casualties?

A) No, sir.

Q) Did you see any casualties on the line while on the brow of the hill?

A) If there had been any I would not have known it, because if any of the men had been shot they would have dropped into the woods and I would not see it.

Q) Did the First Sergeant get with the command up on the hill?

A) Yes, sir. He may have got his wound about the time he started out, at any rate he came in on his horse. Nor do I know when Strode was shot.

Q) State if you know, what cause led to the retreat of that command from the timber at that time.

A) I have stated all I know of the circumstances of their leaving. I don’t know that I know anything beyond that.

Q) State whether or not there are trumpet or bugle calls for cavalry for assembly, advance, retreat, charge, etc.

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Were any trumpet or bugle calls sounded from the time Major Reno’s command left that skirmish line during the 25th and 26th of June?

A) I do not recollect any bugle calls till the evening of the 26th.

Q) If there had been any would you have heard them?

A) Undoubtedly I should have heard them; but it is possible I might have heard them and not recollect it - but I don’t think I heard any.

Q) Then state, if you know, in what way the order to charge or fall back or retreat, or whatever it was, was communicated to the command.

A) I have no idea whatever. I was on the line and heard some of the men yelling, “They are going to charge! They are going to charge!” or something like that, and I made for my horse and mounted it.

Q) State whether or not you felt at that time that the command was in any especial or great danger, if so, describe it.

A) It was not a very safe place. I don’t exactly know how you mean. I only know what I have stated, I don’t know anything special. I might say that at the time that movement was made a great many bullets had commenced to drop into the woods from the rear. I did not see any Indians there and whether the bullets were from the bluffs above or from below, I don’t know. The bottom near the stream was heavy underbrush.

Q) Were those shots high or low?

A) Shots coming into the woods - it is difficult to tell. I could hear the bullets chip the trees as they would strike but from where they were coming I did not determine, because there was a heavy fire in front.

Q) Do you know whether or not any effort was made to ascertain where that fire from the rear came from?

A) I don’t know about that.

Q) Do you know whether any attempt was made to dislodge them from that position?

A) My first knowledge of any firing from that direction was just before we left.

Q) State if you know, whether either at the time that command left the woods, or on its way to the crossing of the river, there was any point designated for the command to rally or retreat to and, if so, state who designated it.

A) I don’t know of any.

Q) How far was the point to which Major Reno’s command retreated from the river, where he crossed it on the retreat?

A) Probably about 400 yards in a straight line, up a steep hill.

Q) How far was the crossing from where the command was stationed in the woods?

A) About three-fourths of a mile.

Q) From the time the head of the column left the woods on that retreat or charge, about how long did it take the troops to reach that crossing?

A) Assuming my estimate of the distance is correct, they were not more than six or eight minutes.

Q) When the command left the woods, what number of Indians did you see in the immediate front of Major Reno’s command, when the command was going to the crossing?

A) As I said before, the heaviest force of Indians was covering their village. When we came out, I was not at the head of the column and have no idea how many Indians were in front. When I came out there were a good many Indians scampering along with their Winchesters across their saddles, firing into the column. As I came down there is a sharp bend in the river and there were a good many in there, next to the river. I soon got to the head of the column, probably about halfway to the crossing, and by the time I got there the Indians in our front had run off.

Q) When you started to go out of the timber, how many Indians did you see to your left?

A) Probably 15 or 20, maybe more. And on that point of land about halfway from the skirmish line to the crossing, there were some clumps of bushes and there were Indians running around it there. I have understood since there were several bodies found near there.

Q) Did the command make any halts on crossing the creek to succor the wounded or drive the Indians?

A) There was no halt made till we were across the river.

Q) Did the command on its retreat engage the Indians or was the command engaged in firing at them?

A) A great many of the men were using their revolvers.

Q) Describe the manner of getting into the river.

A) There was only one way to get in and that was to jump in. It was a straight bank. The other side was a little better but my horse nearly threw me as he jumped up on the other side.

Q) State if any of the men or horses fell back into the river there.

A) I only know from hearsay.

Q) How near to the river did the Indians pursue the command there?

A) I can’t say. When I got across I started up a ridge to the left of the command and some of the men called to me to come back and I came back. Evidently they saw Indians I did not see because Dr. DeWolf started up that same ridge and was shot. When I got to the column I found my orderly, Strode, wounded, and I stopped to assist him and did not notice what was behind.

Q) State whether or not that crossing was covered during the retreat.

A) Not that I know of. I know of no deployment to cover it. About the time the greater part of the command had crossed, there were but few shots around us, no heavy firing at all, except the instances I have related, and I think there was another man killed there, a corporal of Company A was killed there, and another man near Dr. DeWolf.

Q) Was that at the time of crossing or after?

A) After we crossed. That firing must have come from the hill above us. I know Dr. DeWolf was shot from the hill above us.

Q) There were Indians on the hill in the position you were going to? 
A) Yes, sir.

Q) What is the formation for a charge of cavalry?

A) That depends on what you are going to charge. The battalion might have charged drawn up in a line or drawn up in a column-of-fours, depending on what the object of the charge [was]. If there was a charge to pass through a body of Indians I think in column-of-fours would be a good formation with the number of men at his disposal. That would give the men an opportunity to use their revolvers - they could not use their carbines.

Q) With a large force of Indians in front, would that be a good formation to pass through them?

A) That would depend on the number of men. I would not like to string out a regiment in that way.

Q) How did the command go across the bottom on the retreat?

A) I think from what I saw it was started in a column-of-fours. But take a lot of horses, many of which had not been drilled before, as ours were, and form a charge in column, and by the time you go100, yards the men will not all be in their places.

Q) Describe the gait at which Major Reno’s command went across the bottom.

A) It was a good fast gallop. I don’t think the head of the column was making as fast as it could. I was not long in getting to the head of the column, and I had to saw on my horse’s mouth to keep him down to the gait they were traveling - but I had a good horse.

Q) Was your horse excited at the time?

A) If he got a chance to run he was generally excited.

Q) When you saw the command going across the bottom, how did it impress you, as a flight, a retreat, or a charge?

A) When I started out of the woods, I did not know what was up. I had heard talk of a charge. My impression at first was that they were going to charge somewhere, but, seeing no officer as I got to the head of the column, I spoke to some of the men to know what was up, but just then I saw the commanding officer and said no more [Varnum said words to the effect, “For God’s sake don’t run, boys. Let us stand and fight them”].

Q) Give as careful a description as you can of the stream, where Major Reno’s command crossed it on the retreat, as to the width, depth of water, banks on either side, and as to its practicability as a crossing.

A) There were about 4 ½ feet of water in the stream. The banks were probably 4 or 5 feet high, the stream was probably 20 feet wide. The time I passed over it with these troops was the only time I was at it, but that is my recollection now.

Q) From the time you joined the head of the command, going to that crossing, were there any Indians between the command and the crossing?

A) I did not see any.

Q) Were there any immediately to the right or left?

A) There may have been to the right, I don’t know. I did not see any to the left after passing that point I have indicated.

Q) Were you in position to have seen them if they had been there?

A) If they were to the left, yes. If they had been to the right I might not have noticed them.

Q) If they had been within 100 yards of the right, would you not have noticed them?

A) I might not, unless they had killed or wounded someone. I don’t think they followed us to the river. That is, they were not at the head of the column.

Q) From the time the command reached the crossing on its retreat, till it got on the hill, what was its condition - was it cool, calm, and easily handled, or otherwise?

A) Everybody I saw was considerably excited. They were considerably excited as they went in for that matter.

Q) State as a matter of fact whether the command was in a condition to be handled, whether the men seemed to have any confidence or not.

A) It is difficult for me to state anything about that, because for a long time before that I had not served with the command, and knew but a few men, even of my own company. I had been detached and absent a long time.

Q) Was the command demoralized to any degree when it reached the top of the hill?

A) It was demoralized to a certain degree. They had left a great many behind them. The organization was not as good as when it went in there. A great many men were gone from the organization.

Q) Describe, as near as you can, the point to which Major Reno’s command retreated across the river to the top of the hill. State its adaptability as a defensible position, before the arrival of Captain Benteen’s column.

A) The position was immediately on top of the high bluffs, and must be pretty near the position on which we afterward fought. I can’t state whether it was such as would have been within range of higher points or not. I think it was a very good defensible position.

Q) How high was that point above the level of the water there?

A) I judge about 100 feet high.

Q) State how it occurred that the men were halted or rallied at that point. Who stopped the men there?

A) I don’t know.

Q) Were you there?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Were you there when the men were coming up the hill?

A) I don’t remember what time I got on top of the hill. I stopped on the side of the hill awhile with the wounded men and whether I got up with the head or rear of the column, I don’t recollect.

Q) At the time you stopped on the side of the hill, was there any halt of the command or did it go past you?

A) The command stopped there, and I am pretty certain it was Major Reno [who] said that place on the side hill was no place to form at, we had better go to the top of the hill. I was talking to Captain Moylan, and I am not certain whether it was he or Major Reno said it [see Chapter 5].

Q) State whether there was any point or place on the left bank of the stream which, in your opinion as an officer, could have been occupied by Major Reno’s command for defense or attack. If so, describe that place or point, with reference to the position which was occupied by his command where it engaged the Indians, whether it was the same place or some other place, this before the retreat began, and state fully the facts upon which your opinion on that matter is based, showing the practicability or impracticability of Major Reno’s command remaining in or going to such place, either to defend himself against the Indians or to attack them.

A) The position we were in, in the timber, was as good a place as any on the left bank of the stream, as far as I can judge now. I don’t know much about the country up or down the stream from that. I don’t know the size of that piece of timber, but it does not come to me that he had men enough to cover the entire position, which he would necessarily have to cover to keep the Indians out of it. It does not seem to me now that he had men enough to hold that entire piece of timber.

Q) How did it seem to you at that time?

A) As far as the front of the line is concerned, on the 2nd bench at the edge of the timber, it was an excellent position to lay and fight the Indians. I did not go to the rear, and what advantage the Indians would have in coming into the timber on our rear, or what precautions it would be necessary to take to keep them out, I could not judge without seeing it.

Q) Was it a cut bank, or a slope, to the rear on the same side Major Reno’s command was?

A) I don’t know. I never was down to the river.

Q) You said you could see through, and see where the river seemed to wind around. Was that below or above or the right of Major Reno’s position?

A) That was downstream from the open glade I spoke of.

Q) State whether the river in that direction came around his right flank, or in that direction.

A) I don’t know how far that bend makes - whether he could have run his line to the river or not.

Q) Did the river come in the vicinity of the right of his line, as far as you saw it?

A) I only saw it diagonally to the right of Company G, and whether it actually came to the right of Major Reno’s position or not, I don’t know. There was dense timber there and I was not down in it.

Q) State whether that position in the timber threatened the village, and to what extent, and whether it would create a diversion and hold any number of Indians in his front.

A) Any body of men placed near an Indian village like that is certainly threatening to the village. It certainly created a diversion, to the extent of the number of Indians necessary to keep us in the woods. They were bound to have that number in front of us.

Q) How many did they keep there as near as you can get at it?

A) I think, from what I saw, that the Indians were withdrawn from us very near the time we left the woods. I don’t think there had been a great many withdrawn till we left. It seemed that whatever attack was made somewhere else was made about the time we left the woods.

Q) State whether it seemed as though the entire force of the village was there in your immediate front, confronting Major Reno’s command, up to about this time you speak of.

A) No, sir, I don’t think the entire force of the village was attacking us in the woods. I don’t think the entire force of the Indians was ever attacking us, because after we got on the hill we could see parties of Indians a long way off.

Q) I refer to the large mass of them.

A) I judge the main fighting force of the village was against us there after we dismounted. How many I can’t estimate.

Q) State in your opinion, as a military officer, when Major Reno’s command had retreated from that place near the village as you have described, having the river between his command and the village from the position thus taken, he was in a condition or situation to threaten the village, or make any diversion against the Indians in support of any other attacking column, and state your grounds for such opinion.

A) As long as we remained at that position on the hill we were certainly in no position to threaten the village. We were out of range of it, and could certainly create no diversion while we were there.

Q) Was the command in any condition to create any diversion at that time?

A) No, sir, it was not.

Q) State where you last saw General Custer’s column, or any part of it - describe as fully as you can, either by the map or otherwise.

A) These bluffs on the map do not look right to me at all. At the time I saw the command I speak of, I did not know it was General Custer’s command, or any part of it, inasmuch as I did not know what companies he had with him. But I saw about the time Major Reno’s command dismounted in the bottom just as I joined it from the left and front, looking on the bluffs across the river to our right, I saw the Gray Horse Company of the regiment moving down along those bluffs. As I know now the Gray Horse Company was with his command, I know it was General Custer’s column.

Q) Did you see anything more than that at that time?

A) No, sir.

Q) How long did you look in that direction?

A) I just looked up and saw it. We had plenty to do there, and [I] did not look any more.

Q) Did it appear on the crest of the bluff?

A) It was back from the actual edge of the bluffs. The head and the rear of the column were both behind the edge of the bluffs in a sort of hollow, and I just happened to catch sight of about the whole of the Gray Horse Company.

Q) State, as near as you can, how far that place was from you, not as you judged it then but as you became satisfied afterwards.

A) That is difficult to answer. I think they were a little farther down than where we struck the bluffs [when] we came up on them, and not quite so far down as the figure “2” in pencil on the map. They were probably three-fourths of a mile from where we were.

Q) State at what gait that column was moving, if you noticed.

A) General Custer generally rode a very fast walking horse that made nearly the whole column trot to keep up with him, and that is my impression of the gait they were moving at.

Q) State, as near as you can, how long it was after you saw that Gray Horse Company till Captain Benteen joined Major Reno’s command on the top of the hill.

A) About an hour I think.

Q) Bearing in mind the location of the Indian village, and the course General Custer’s column was taking the last time you saw it, and connecting those facts with the time that had elapsed when Major Reno and Captain Benteen united their forces on the hill, state your own belief, or the general belief, as to what point General Custer had reached in reference to the Indian village or the point “B” on the map, when Reno’s and Benteen’s columns united.

A) General Custer must have been in action before that time. I don’t know where he would have been, but taking into consideration what I learned since, not what I thought at the time, he must have been engaged by that time.

Q) State whether you examined the route or course General Custer took when in the immediate vicinity of the village on the right bank of the river, and how near did his trail come to the point to which Major Reno retreated on the right bank of the stream? Describe General Custer’s route with reference to that point, with reference to the village, and state what developments came under your observation as to the fate of General Custer’s command.

A) I can give very little information in answer to that question. We started on the 28th to go down and bury the dead, and in going down I was on a trail which I supposed was General Custer’s, and when we got to a high hill that had a pile of stones and Indian medicine bags and other things on it, I went there to see what they were, and rode off the trail and circled around and came back on the trail, I suppose, near the point “B” on the map. That point was all cut up by pony tracks and was evidently a watering place. I went in and watered my horse. Soon after that I had gone out to a ravine and had seen 2 or 3 dead bodies, when I received orders from Major Reno to go on some bluffs well out from the river with the Indian scouts as a lookout, while the men were deployed to bury the dead, and I remained there during the burial.

Q) How far from the place where you watered your horse was it to where you found the dead bodies?

A) I can’t give any sort of an opinion. I just remember seeing one body and someone called out, “Here are some more,” and I was just starting to go there, when Major Reno directed me to go on the hills, as I have stated. It seems to me it must have been 800 or 1000 yards. That is an approximation on my part entirely.

Q) How near to the river was it?

A) I can’t locate it any better by that, than from the watering place.

Q) State whether the trail which you supposed to be General Custer’s led down to the river.

A) That I don’t know. I left the trail some distance back, and when I came to that watering place, I did not come on the trail but over a bluff.

Q) Where were the first evidences you found showing that General Custer’s command had engaged the Indians, and describe those evidences fully?

A) The first evidences were the dead bodies I speak of.

Q) Were there any evidences showing there had been a struggle there?

A) No, sir, only the few dead bodies along in those ravines.

Q) How far was that place, where you found the dead bodies, from Major Reno’s position on the hill, as near as you can tell?

A) I judge about 2 miles.

Q) Describe the elevation between Major Reno’s position on the hill and the point where you found the dead bodies.

A) There were points a little higher than the one where we were, especially pretty well down the river and I think the general lay of the land, the whole surface of the ground, was higher than the position where we fought on the hill.

Q) Does it get higher going downstream?

A) Near where it is the highest, it goes right down in a ravine to the river.

Q) State whether you heard the sound of firing in the direction you had seen General Custer’s column marching after Major Rends command took position on the hill, if so, describe the firing, its character and duration, and to what command it pertained, and all you saw or heard with reference to it.

A) About the time, or probably a few minutes after, Captain Benteen came up, I heard firing from away down the stream, and spoke of it to Lieutenant Wallace I don’t recollect any except that one time.

Q) Describe your manner of speaking of it.

A) I had borrowed a rifle of Lieutenant Wallace, and had fired a couple of shots at long range, and as I handed the rifle back to him I heard the firing and said, “Jesus Christ, Wallace, hear that! And that!” Those were my words.

Q) How long was that after Captain Benteen’s column came up?

A) Very soon after.

Q) Describe that firing.

A) It was not like volley firing but a heavy fire, a sort of crash, crash. I heard it only for a few minutes.

Q) To what command did that fire pertain?

A) It must have pertained to General Custer’s command at the other end of the Indian village. It was from that end of the village where General Custer’s body was afterwards found.

Q) State whether that fire impressed you with anything in regard to. General Custer.

A) I thought he was having a warm time down there - a very hot fire evidently.

Q) Go back to the time when General Custer’s and Major Reno’s commands separated preparatory to Major Reno’s advance, and state from the course the different columns had taken, as known by you then or afterwards, whether or not it was generally expected or believed when Major Reno’s command first engaged the Indians, that any troops would join, support or cooperate with him in his attack upon the Indian village. If so, what troops were expected, and what grounds existed, if any, for expecting it?

A) I did not know anything about it. I saw a battalion going into the fight, and I went in with it. I don’t know what was expected by anybody.

Q) You have testified about General Custer’s column going down the right bank of the river, about the time the skirmish line was formed. You must have had some impression about it.

A) I don’t know what the expectation was on the part of others but when I saw a command going on the bluffs, of course I saw some battalion was going to attack the lower end of the village, either from the bluffs or into the village, but how large that command was I did not know.

Q) After Captain Benteen’s column had united with Major Reno’s, on top of the hill, who was the senior officer then present?

A) Major Reno.

Q) From the time Major Reno’s command first got on the hill, and took position there, describe particularly the character of the engagement, if any, that there ensued as to the number of Indians engaged, [and] the severity of the fighting, on the 25th of June 1876.

A) When we first came up there, there were quite a number of men firing and I knew from the sound of the shots that there were some Indians around, but no large bodies that I know of.

Q) What was the style of the firing?

A) Just scattering shots here and there. If an Indian came within range he would be fired at.

Q) What was the range of your guns?

A) I don’t know the range of a Springfield carbine, but I think they will shoot pretty accurately for 1500 yards.

Q) Follow that matter down, and state [the facts] in regard to any fighting in that position.

A) There was no other firing going, on except what I have described.

Q) Was there an attack on Major Reno’s position on the hill that afternoon, any time?

A) Yes, sir, as I described before. I went to the position of Captain Weir’s company at the far point of the ridge downstream. At that time his men, were firing at pretty long range, I should say 700 or 800 yards, at Indians here and there. At that time I could see all over the plain towards where I afterwards knew the Custer battlefield had been, and it was just covered with Indians in all directions, coming back toward us.

Q) How much time had elapsed, from the time Major Reno had got on the hill till that whole body of Indians you speak of were coming back near enough to begin firing?

A) I should think about 2 hours.

Q) From the time Major Reno first got up there, till the Indians got around him and commenced the general engagement on his position, how long was it?

A) Before the entire command on the hill was actually engaged, we had to fight our way back. They had dismounted a skirmish line to cover the retreat, and the formation of the lines at the position where we made the stand.

Q) From that time up to the time there became a general engagement, how long was it?

A) Captain Godfrey’s company and another company were fighting dismounted some time before the whole command was actually engaged and it is hard to get an estimate of the time. I should think from the time I was with Captain Weir on that point back to the time the position was taken on the hill and the line formed, where we remained that night, was an hour and a half. That is taking in the time of the retreat and formation of the line in position, at the time of its deployment into line and getting the packs in.

Q) From the time you saw Captain Weir on the far point, to the time Major Reno first took position on the hill, was how long?

A) About 2 hours, I may be away out of the way in these estimates of time.

Q) Where was Major Reno, what was he doing, and what orders did he give, if any, from the time his command took position on the hill, up to the close of the 25th of June 1876?

A) I was not near enough to Major Reno to hear him give any orders. The only time I was in position to hear him give an order at all, was when we were coming back from that far point I speak of. There was a halt, and I heard him say he was going to select a position to make his fight a little farther on. We were moving upstream at the time. That is the only thing I can recollect.

Q) Did you see him frequently during that time?

A) I probably saw him, but I don’t recollect.

Q) Did he seem to be directing the movements of the men, and exercising the functions of a commanding officer in a great danger?

A) He was with the command, and was evidently giving orders - from his selecting a site for his position. I was not with any organization, but was riding around, and what orders he did give I did not hear, and would not know about.

Q) From the fact of your riding around, would you not be more apt to see the commanding officer than if located at any particular point [than an officer] with his company?

A) Yes, sir. I suppose so.

Q) State whether after Major Reno’s command had taken position on the hill - that is, after Captain Benteen’s arrival - there was any solicitude or uneasiness on the part of that command, or any part of it, as to General Custer’s column. If so, state what it was.

A) I suppose everybody felt as I did, wondering what had become of him, or where he was. I don’t know that there was any special worry. He had five companies with him. I don’t think there was an idea or thought in the command that he was in the fix he was.

Q) You testified to certain facts about Major Reno and his three companies in the timber, and yet, do I understand you, there was no feeling of uneasiness in the command as to the movements of General Custer? I want to get just exactly what the feeling was in the command and how you felt at that time.

A) There certainly was just that feeling with us. I was thinking, “Has he got in the same fix we are in? What’s become of him? Has he been thrown off?” But the idea of the command being cut up and wiped out as it was, I didn’t think of such a thing. I don’t know as there was any such feeling as that. It was, “What in the world has become of him? Has he been corralled as we are? Has he been thrown off toward the mouth of the river where General Terry’s command is?” I can’t describe exactly what I felt. There was no feeling that he had been completely used up the way he was. I know I had no such feeling, because when General Terry came up I know the first thing that I and some of the others asked was, “Where is Custer? Do you know what has become of Custer?” My impression was that he had been thrown off, so he could connect with General Terry’s command, he being on the side of the village toward that command, I knowing that command was coming up - and when General Terry’s command came up I saw cavalry down in the bottom, and I supposed that was General Custer’s command, that he had struck them, and hurried them up.

Q) You described certain firing that you heard in that direction. How did that impress you?

A) Well, that he had got to the other end of the village, and struck this force of Indians that we had been fighting, and that he was having a siege of it too.

Q) The absence of Indians in that interval of time after Major Reno left the woods, and the fact you have testified to of seeing on this plain, or the Custer battlefield, or whatever it was, these vast numbers of Indians coming up, did you reflect and put one thing with another, and see what inference you might draw from that?

A) As we were forming in that position on which we retreated there, was such heavy firing there, that is, we had to catch it so hot immediately afterward, that I don’t believe until after the formation of our lines, anybody gave much thought to it.

Q) Did the fact of your seeing these Indians leaving you and going in that direction, before the command took that position, impress you in any way?

A) Why the idea of Custer being killed never struck me, it never entered my mind.

Q) What do you mean by “Custer”? Do you mean his command?

A) Yes, sir, I mean his command. Anything of that sort didn’t seem to enter my mind at all, and as much as I thought of it, I thought they had got rid of him now and they were coming back for us. They first caught us and then him. They had thrown us back, and now they had struck him and driven him off, and were coming back to give us another dose. That was the idea that struck me.

Q) State, if you know, what was the object of that movement down the river, after Colonel Reno and Captain Benteen united their forces?

A) I supposed the object of it was to move in the direction of General Custer - that is, knowing that his command had gone that way, that we were to go and unite with him.

Q) Do you know whether that was the object?

A) I don’t know.

Q) Did you hear any orders given by Major Reno or anyone in regard to it, or did Major Reno say anything about it?

A) I didn’t hear any orders from any person whatever [see Chapter 6].

Q) You simply supposed the command had gone down there to see what had become of General Custer?

A) Yes, sir. I don’t know of anything else that the movement could have taken that direction for.

Q) You went to Captain Weir’s command and started back from there with it?

A) I didn’t start back with him. There was some other company moving near them. It seems to me that it was Captain French’s company that was there at the time Captain Weir was there. I may be completely wrong about it, but it seems to me there was some company there. I rode along on the flank of that company and then stopped with Captain Moylan when I got back to his company.

Q) State how far the column came with reference to this position of Captain Weir’s on that point.

A) The entire command did not come up to where Captain Weir was. There must have been another company there. I know there was another company there with Captain Weir and the others I don’t think were dismounted at all. These two were dismounted and the others came up to very near there and then the orders to go back, or the movement started. Captain Weir started to withdraw his company, I know, and then the remaining portion of the command turned their horses’ heads around, and went back as he withdrew his line. There was no deployment of the remainder of the line at that position that I know of now at all. They moved up, not in a solid column, each company was a little separate. Some of them might have been alongside of each other, and when they came up to near that place, all the companies did not come to the point where Captain Weir was. They may have gone up after I turned back, but I think not - and then they turned and went back.

Q) State from what you saw at the time, or which subsequently came to your knowledge, whether the same Indians that engaged Major Reno in the bottom on that day also engaged General Custer’s command, or vice versa, and what were the evidences that such was the case.

A) They turned from us, and went somewhere else. They went back to the other end of the village, and as General Custer was at the other end of the village and had the fight there, the probability is they were in that fight. I have no doubt of it myself, but that is only my supposition.

Q) From the time Major Reno took his position on the hill, until dark on the 25th of June, state whether it was clear or cloudy, or calm or windy; if windy, state in what degree and in what direction the wind was blowing with reference to the Custer battlefield and position of Major Reno on the hill.

A) There was certainly no heavy wind blowing. I don’t recollect any. If there had been a heavy wind, I would have remembered it; but I think it was a little bit cloudy. It was a little cloudy, and I think it sprinkled a little that night, just damp.

Q) State, as far as you know, what orders or instructions were given on the night of the 25th of June by Major Reno, describing fully the conduct of that officer as commander of the troops, as far as it came under your observation or notice.

A) The line was first formed. I laid right down on the line with the men while the firing was going on and until it ceased; and as soon as it ceased I was asleep or in a very few minutes afterward. I was exhausted, and soon fell asleep, and I didn’t know anything until the bullets commenced to fly around the next morning, and then I got up. I was lying on a little knoll when the morning came, and it was rather exposed and I started over to Captain French’s line, and I laid down in the trench with him.

The men had been fortifying during the night, and that was the first sight I had of how they had been throwing up their fortifications, or rather digging out the little holes they did, and that was the first time I noticed exactly where Major Reno was. He was down on Captain Weir’s line to the right. I think there were one or two companies intervening between where he was and where Captain French’s company was.

I presume most of that day I laid with Captain French, or for some little time there, in that hole. I think we were there two or three hours anyway. In fact the Indians were firing very rapidly at us and we just laid still and made no reply to them whatever, just let them shoot until they would stop to make a rush on us, and then we would get up and open on them, and they would go back. And that thing alternated for a long time. About 9 or 10 o’clock I first went to Captain Moylan’s line; on that day I did go to Colonel Reno. I endeavored to get some scouts to try and get outside of the lines with a dispatch, and I finally got two or three Crows to say they would go, if the Rees would go, and I went over to see Colonel Reno to get a note, and I think he wrote four copies of the note and I tried to send it out with the scouts. That was probably on the afternoon of the 26th. The note was not taken out. The Indian scouts did not get through the lines at all. I don’t think they made any attempt to at all.

Q) Did the Indians charge your position on the hill?

A) I don’t know exactly how to describe the movement. They would lie behind a ridge from two hundred to four hundred or five hundred yards off, as the hills lay around us. There was one place where I don’t think they were one hundred yards off, seventy or one hundred. We had to charge on them ourselves and drive them out of there, and clear around the line, it varied to five hundred yards. They would lie just behind the ridge and it would be just one line of smoke around the whole line. We would just lie still and let them go on, and when they would suppose they had hurt us, they would get ready and try it on again. They would come up and charge us. They would sit back on their horses and ride up, and we would pour it into them, and they would fall back. That was kept up all day long.

Q) By whose orders did you charge to get the Indians out of their positions?

A) I don’t know anything about that. Captain Benteen had come over, and was speaking about his line, about having extended his line over further, and he said he had to charge to drive them from the other end of his knoll, or something like that, and he says, “That cuss up there” or something like that, “is shooting right into you. We want to skip them out.” And everybody said, “Is it a go?” “It’s a go!” and everybody got up and made a rush.

Q) Who led the charge? Who said it was a go?

A) Almost everybody. We were lying on the line, and he said that about this particular Indian on the point of this knoll, some such remark. I don’t know that there was any special remark but it was “Is it a go?” or some such remark, and then everybody got up and it was a rush, it was not a charge. We ran to this point. We probably went up 15 to 20 yards and everybody scattered out of there. You could see the whole outfit skipping out to the hills beyond.

Q) Describe the condition of Major Reno’s command on the night of the 25th, and state the causes, if any, you can give for the condition of the command, in regard to the number of wounded and other matters, showing in what shape and condition the troops were.

A) I don’t know how many wounded we had that night. I didn’t go down to where Dr. Porter was with the hospital, until some time on the 26th. There may have been twenty, but I don’t know how many exactly. The horses and the pack animals were all corralled in a circle, all in together by tying the reins of about a dozen together and tying them to the legs of the dead horses. They were put in a corral. The corral was covered by Captain Moylan’s company behind the pack saddles, and on his left was Colonel Weir’s company, and I think Captain Godfrey’s company, and Captain French’s company, and Lieutenant Wallace’s company, and Captain McDougall’s. That is commencing about the center of the line and that took it around to the left until Captain McDougall’s left rested on the river. On the upstream side is a little knoll that is higher than the ground where most of us lay, and on that ground Captain Benteen got his company in line. I don’t think the command was in a condition to do any very hard work, more than they were forced to do under the circumstances, and probably the majority of them slept that night.

Q) Now [comment] in regard to the courage of the command.

A) I think there was plenty of that with the officers and the troops, and everybody. There didn’t seem to be any signs of fear or anything of that sort.

Q) State whether or not Captain Benteen’s column could have united with Major Reno’s command in that timbered place you spoke of.

A) It depends on one thing - from where I saw Captain Benteen’s command - if he had crossed the ford to come up. I don’t know how to locate the time he had [to] come up, if he had come up. At the time we left the timber, the Indians turned from us. Now if we had remained there, and Colonel Benteen had started to come in there, what force they would have put against him is a problem, and the Indians are the only ones that know anything about that. When Captain Benteen came up, he came to us coming down the stream on the right hand bank. From what I understand of the direction in which he came, he would not have come in that direction. He would have joined us probably by that trail on which Colonel Reno went into the woods. I suppose, of course, that not only the firing but, when he was coming up there, the Indians would have attracted him, and he would come in there unless he had different orders. Whether the Indians would have force enough to have attacked him as soon as they saw him coming, and attacked him on the bottom and prevented him from uniting with us, is a question I can not answer. If they had sent enough down there they might have sent him in the timber, and have prevented him from uniting with us. As the facts were, he certainly could have crossed the river and joined Major Reno, because the Indians turned and went the other way.

Q) Now in the event that Major Reno had been thus strengthened and reinforced, and in that timber, state whether his position would have been more advantageous and threatening to the Indians than the position he did take on the hill, and whether or not such position in the timber would have contributed in any way to a junction of his command with that of General Custer, or contributed in any way to the safety of the command.

A) If Colonel Benteen had joined Colonel Reno in the bottom, I suppose you would have [to have] taken any troops behind, [especially] those of Captain McDougall. They, of course, would have united in the bottom. They, of course, could have held the woods for some little time. By putting their forces into the bottom, they would certainly have held the bottom for some time, especially as they had the pack train with the ammunition. I mean the position we went out of in the timber. Of course the presence of our troops as near as we were to the village would necessarily have kept the force of Indians in our front to fight us. Whilst we were there they could not leave their village. That is almost within range of it and it would have kept a force of Indians there, and as far as forming a junction with General Custer in that direction is concerned, why we would have had to have formed it by going through the village, either he coming to us of we going to him through the village. I don’t believe either party could have gone through the village.

Q) State about the timber down along that left bank below Colonel Reno’s position.

A) I don’t know much about the timber below where we were, because after we buried the dead, I came back along this same bank through the timber, and went right through the bluffs on the other side of the river. I just rode straight across the village and I don’t know the lay of the land there.

Q) State whether you saw any evidence of any Indian camp being on the right bank of the Little Big Horn River and, if so, where?

A) There had evidently been a village upon that tributary of the Little Big Horn that we came down in going to the fight. There was an old tepee there and a piece of another tepee, and, from the signs around there, I should judge there had been a village there, but I don’t know how old. I didn’t stop to look at it. I should judge that tepee was about a mile from where Colonel Reno crossed the river on his advance.

Q) You saw Colonel Reno coming back from the river after he had taken that position on the hill?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Was there any special danger in that trip to the river?

A) Well there was some scattering Indians on the bottom but no large force there.

Q) When Major Reno’s command halted and deployed as skirmishers, state whether the Indians were halted, or advancing, or running away from the command at that time.

A) They were evidently attempting to create the impression that they were running away, at any rate, and we could see them in among the dust. You could see them not only riding away, but riding back and forth across the valley, and mixing up among themselves, and kicking up a dust. I could see the dust receding from in front of us.

Q) Could you tell whether those were mounted Indians or whether they were ponies being driven?

A) I could not tell.

Q) State whether the Indians drove their ponies in any direction, when you got sight of the Indians, on the morning of the 25th.

A) When I first saw the Indian ponies, I was away back from the river, five or six miles or more than that from Major Reno’s crossing. I saw them from the high bluffs over there. At that time they were driving the ponies into the village, evidently getting the horses to saddle up. The next time I saw the pony herd was on the 26th. I think I must have seen it on the 25th from the bluffs above but I don’t recollect it. At the time Major Reno’s command left the woods, the bulk of the hostile Indians were about five hundred yards from the command. There were several hundred Indians near the village. The largest body of the Indians were nearest the village.

Q) State how many Indians you saw on the bottom, when you left the woods to overtake the troops going out in the vicinity of the route Major Reno took on his retreat. I mean within range, say one thousand yards.

A) I should think in the timber next to the side I was, that is, next to the river, there were probably twenty or thirty Indians, that includes those that I saw on the point or the bend there, and from what I could judge there were about one hundred or one hundred and fifty on the other flank at different distances, scattered around, riding around there.

Q) State what was the conduct of Major Reno at the Battle of the Little Big Horn in regards to courage, and energy and efficiency - whether such as would inspire his men with confidence or the reverse, and state any facts and circumstances in support of your opinion of the conduct of that officer.

A) I can hardly answer that question.

Q) It will have to be answered unless objected to.

A) I certainly have got nothing to say against him, and nothing particular for him either, one way or the other. That is the whole sum of my answer. What I saw of Colonel Reno is what I have described, and where I have seen it. I have told where I saw him, and what he was doing. In the bottom I saw him with a gun in his hand, going with a company of the 7th Cavalry to charge the Indian village. He was deploying the line and forming it; and on top of the hill I just saw exactly what I have said. Certainly there was no sign of cowardice, or anything of that sort, in his conduct and nothing specially the other way. I didn’t see anything special to say on either side.

Q) That is your answer to the question then, is it? 
A) Yes, sir, as near as I can answer it.

Q) Were you impressed at the time in the same manner as you speak now?

A) Yes, sir. That was my opinion then.

Q) When was it, if at all, that the mass of the Indians in the bottom appeared to be moving up the bottom to meet Major Reno’s command - before the skirmish line was formed, at the time, or before?

A) At the time the skirmish line was formed, they kept a certain distance in front of us. When his command was deployed from column-of-fours into line, the body of the Indians seemed to turn back toward us. When we started on again, they went on again. They kept a certain distance from us all the time, and when we finally halted and dismounted, they turned back again.

Q) State whether you were in a position to see what was going on down the bottom, and describe that position.

A) I was about fifty yards ahead of the column, with Lieutenant Hare and some of my scouts.

Q) State whether or not the retreat from the timber was hasty, precipitate, disorganized, or the reverse.

A) It was hasty, so far as we were concerned, and the rear portion of the column was scattered. Probably the first half of the column was closed up. It was as close as a column moving at a gallop will keep together.

Q) Do you refer to the front or to the whole column?

A) The rear part of the column was strung out to the rear. Take it as a whole and go away back to the last that came out of the woods - I should think with reference to them, they were certainly disorganized, that is, the tail end of the column.

Q) State whether or not you really knew at that time, from the orders of any officer, what was going to be done, I mean at the time you left the skirmish line to catch your horse, when you heard those men speak of charging.

A) I didn’t know anything about what was going to happen except, that I heard the men hallooing about a charge down in the woods.

Q) What had been the casualties as far as you knew, or as far as you afterward ascertained, at the time that you left the skirmish line to get your horse, and before the men had time to mount?

A) There was some man in A Company that was left down in the woods, that was killed before the command left. I heard people speaking about this man, but I don’t remember who he was; I don’t know where Sergeant Heyn and this man Strode were shot. One [other man] was shot through the knee. He was on his horse when I saw him, but whether he managed to get on the horse with a ball in his knee or not, I don’t know. That is all I know about the casualties. I don’t know whether Strode and Heyn were shot in the timber or not. The movement from the timber on the retreat, I knew was a retreat to get out of there, and to get on higher ground somewhere. When I got out on the prairie, I was satisfied they were getting away from the Indians as fast as they could.

Q) Was the command driven from the woods by the enemy? Did the enemy enter the woods before the command left it?

A) I don’t know whether there were any Indians in the woods or not at the time. I didn’t see any in the woods at the time. When we first got a chance to talk about it, when we got on the hill, I heard there were Indians behind us in the woods. I heard some of the men say that; they must have meant the timber or bottom that we were in. When I went down to get the horses I had no trouble in getting them. There were no Indians in there where the horses were. Some of the men who had been left as horse-holders were probably firing. They would have been on the skirmish line too. The line on the left of it was under the same hill that the horses were. All I had to do was to ride down the skirmish line to and beyond the left of the line. Captain Moylan said the Indians were getting in on his left and the horses were not covered by the skirmish line and they would probably get in there. I did not see any Indians there, when I went to the horses. I didn’t see any horses being hit there.

Q) What was your object in trying to overtake the head of the column when it was retreating? Why did you ride so rapidly to overtake the head of the column?

A) I had no special object in mind in going to the head of the column at all. I was footloose to go where I liked, and there was the head of the column there, and it was retreating, and I had no more special object than to go where the head of the column was, and if there was anything to be done to help, do it; and I had to saw the mouth of my horse to keep him from going ahead of the column. At the head of the column I said something [like]:“This won’t do, this won’t do. We have got to get into shape,” or something like that, I don’t remember the words. My idea was, thinking that there was no officer there when I got up to the head of the column, to take command of the head of the column myself, and see that it was conducted by somebody. But just as I was saying it I discovered Major Reno there himself, so that my supposition was entirely wrong - of thinking there was no one there.

Q) Before the advance had reached the summit of the hill on the retreat, state what effort you or Major Reno made to check the retreat of the men, and what either of you did for that purpose.

A) I have been told that I said something, but I can’t recall it myself. I don’t remember saying a word. I stopped to get a horse for my orderly, and two or three men there helped me to put him on his horse, and I don’t remember anything I [said], anything [I did] or anything anybody else did.

Q) State what [was] the feeling of the command when it reached the summit of that hill, or in going up there. Were the feelings those of triumph and courage and exultation, or those of despondency and demoralization? Was the condition that of a command that had been defeated, or that of a command that had made a successful charge?

A) I can’t speak for anyone else. I can only speak for myself.

Q) Well, then speak for yourself.

A) I felt as though I had been pretty badly licked.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) Please take the map and fix the point where the men were deployed on the skirmish line, and its general direction.

A) As this map does not appear to me to be correct, I can’t fix it on the map. That square space being the opening in the timber, I should put the skirmish line about the center of that opening as shown on the map. The map may be correct and I may be wrong.

Q) Does the line you have drawn with your pencil represent, according to your judgment, the angle of the line?

A) Yes, sir. It was about perpendicular to the general direction of the river.

Q) Where were you in reference to the skirmish line, at the time it was being deployed?

A) Just as it was being deployed, I came right with the men as they were deploying.

Q) Was that the time you saw the Gray Horse Company on the other side of the river?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) How long, according to your judgment, did the line remain in the position in which it had been deployed?

A) With reference to that, I can only answer that when I came back from the opening in the timber to the skirmish line, the men in the immediate vicinity of where I struck the line were lying in the edge of the timber. I suppose the whole line had dropped back into the timber but at what time that happened, I don’t know.

Q) What length of time do you compute it to be? 
A) I can’t tell.

Q) Can you give a judgment of what length of time the men were on the skirmish line, before being withdrawn into the timber?

A) I have no idea. I must have been on the skirmish line myself from 10 to 15 minutes.

Q) When you left the skirmish line, were the men in the position in which they were deployed?

A) They were.

Q) After they had been withdrawn to the timber, how long do you suppose they stayed there?

A) That depends on when they fell back in[to] the timber.

Q) How long were they in the timber all together? Have you any estimate to give?

A) It could not have been more than 10 or 15 minutes, I think.

Q) How long was it from the time the men were deployed in line, till they left the timber on their way back to the river?

A) I estimate that at about half an hour.

Q) Did I understand you to say that a prolongation of the skirmish line across the river would strike the point where you saw the Gray Horse Company?

A) Yes, sir, I think it was about that point.

Q) Where do you fix that point on the map?

A) I can’t fix it on the map. Assuming that the position of Major Reno’s command on the hill is correct it was probably a quarter of a mile below that or something like that.

Q) Then according to your recollection of the country, a prolongation of Major Reno’s skirmish line across the river would strike the bluffs about a quarter of a mile below where the stand was made on the night of the 25th?

A) I don’t pretend to lay down a rule, and say the prolongation of the skirmish line would strike that particular spot where the column was, but as I rode in the rear of the skirmish line and looked up, there in front of me was the Gray Horse Company.

Q) Did you not go rather on the right flank of Major Reno’s command, than in the rear of the skirmish line?

A) That is what I say. As I came in from the left of the line and rode around in the rear I looked up there. It was in my front which would be about at the right flank of the line as it was deployed.

Q) What was the character of the country on which you saw the Gray Horse Company?

A) It was up on the bluffs we afterwards retreated to, and where we had our fight. It was rather rough. That is, the top was uneven and rolling. It was a high bluff.

Q) Much higher than the point from which you saw it?

A) Yes, sir, I think the bluffs were 100 feet high.

Q) That was the last view you had of that column, or any part of it?

A) That was the last view I ever had of it, and that was just a glance.

Q) Major Reno deployed his skirmish line and they remained 10 or 15 minutes in position?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) These men had dismounted at the time?

A) Yes, sir. I think they were just coming from their horses at the time I rode up.

Q) Was that point at which the line was deployed visible from the point where the Gray Horse Company was visible to you at the time you saw it?

A) It must have been.

Q) Did you tell Major Reno, while in the timber or at any time during the general engagement, about seeing the Gray Horse Company?

A) No, sir.

Q) Where was Major Reno in reference to yourself at that time?

A) I don’t know. He must have been on the line, as the men were just deploying.

Q) You spoke of seeing Major Reno with a gun in his hand - did any of the officers enter that fight with sabers or swords?

A) Not that I know of. I almost know there was not a saber in the command.

Q) What was the gait you fixed at which the Gray Horse Company was moving down the river?

A) I think they were moving at a trot. That is an impression only, not a very fast trot.

Q) What was the general appearance of the point “B” in the river as to its being a ford or not?

A) I should call that place a ford. I did not attempt to cross the river there, but I should call it a ford.

Q) What do you estimate the distance from the point “B” and the place where you saw the Gray Horse Company?

A) I should put it at something less than 2 miles. All my testimony in relation to time and distances is very uncertain.

Q) How long do you suppose it would take a command going at the rate that it appeared to be going to go from the point where you saw it to “B”?

A) Taking into consideration the uneven nature of the ground, it must have taken them 25 or 30 minutes, assuming that my distance is about correct.

Q) Do you know whether the Gray Horse Company was at the head, the middle, or the rear of that column?

A) I have no idea.

Q) What was the character of the country between the point where the Gray Horse Company was and the point “B,” with reference to access or approach to the river on the right bank?

A) Some parts it must have been just about impossible to get down with a company of cavalry, and at other points you could go down quite well.

Q) Would it not be as easy for a column of mounted men to go down the right bank to the river as for any number of mounted men on the left bank to rise to those heights?

A) Certainly it would be fully as easy to go down as to get up.

Q) How long after you saw the Gray Horse Company, as you have stated, till Major Reno retreated from the timber?

A) It must have been about half an hour.

Q) Then according to your estimate of time, a sufficient period had elapsed between the time you saw the Gray Horse Company and the time Major Reno left the timber for that column to have reached the ford “B”?

A) Yes, sir, just about.

Q) In what way did the Indians leave Major Reno’s command after he made the march across the river on his return, down towards the village or not?

A) Down towards the village.

Q) That was on the left side of the river down towards “B”?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) When did they leave Major Reno’s command?

A) I think the main force left about the time we left the woods.

Q) Then according to your judgment, at the time Major Reno’s command left the timber, General Custer’s column had about time enough to have reached the ford “B”?

A) I think those would have been the relative positions of the two columns as near as I can judge [if in fact Custer had gone to Ford B, which he did not. The emphasis on distance to and from Ford B, and the emphasis on “the first body” have lead to the mistaken impression that Custer did go there. This idea would fit well into Reno’s defense, because it would indicate that Custer could have been there in time to cross to Reno’s support].

Q) What was the character of the country as to elevation, between the point where you saw the Gray Horse Company and the point “B” - whether the point where you saw the Gray Horse Company was as high as any point between that and “B”?

A) I hardly think it was. I can’t be accurate.

Q) I wish to ask your judgment. You saw the Gray Horse Company at the point you have stated. The men of Major Reno’s command were just being deployed or had been dismounted and deployed as a skirmish line. They remained there for 10 minutes. Do you suppose the column moving down the right bank of the stream could have seen Major Reno’s command in any other position than on the skirmish line with dismounted men?

A) I will answer that in this way: As this column of General Custer’s went down the stream, he may have been in a position to see us all the time we were going down the bottom, but at the time he passed the point I have described, we were certainly dismounting, and he must have known our position if he looked there. That was what we were doing.

Q) Any stretch of country over which he passed for the next 10 or 15 minutes would still have been in view of Major Reno’s skirmish line?

A) The last I saw of the Gray Horse Company, General Custer was himself, if he rode at the head of the column as usual, in a position to see what we were doing [see Chapter 3].

Q) Then, as far as you have any reason to believe, the last view the column on the right bank of the river had of Major Reno’s command was doing what?

A) Dismounting to go into the fight.

Q) Was there any communication whatever, to your knowledge, between Major Reno and General Custer after that time?

A) Not that I know of. I don’t believe there was.

Q) Then as far as you know, General Custer must have reached the point “B:” if he attempted to cross there at all, with the belief that Major Reno wasn’t charging, but standing there at bay before the Indians?

A) Of course I can’t say positively - it is a mere matter of opinion. The men of the Gray Horse Company were certainly in position to see exactly what we were doing there. What part of the column the Gray Horse Company was in, I don’t know, or how far ahead of the Gray Horse Company General Custer was, I don’t know. But assuming he was right there, he must have seen our position and known exactly what we were doing.

Q) Do you not suppose that General Custer, as a careful soldier, having an opportunity to see that command in the timber below there, would advise himself of just what it was doing and the position and condition it was in?

A) I believe General Custer must have been satisfied to proceed after seeing us there.

Q) Have you any reason to think that General Custer had any other knowledge of Major Reno, than that he was standing there on his defense?

A) If he saw us there, and I can’t help thinking he did see us, that must have been the last information he had concerning us.

Q) Were there any evidences of a determined effort to cross to the village at “B”?

A) I don’t know anything about that. I did not watch the ground there at all. I came over the bluff at that point and not on the trail.

Q) As a military man, would not your attention have been attracted, if there had been any evidences of a struggle on the part of General Custer to cross to the village at the point “B?”

A) General Custer might have attempted to cross at “B” and have been driven back without leaving any particular signs except horse tracks, unless someone had been killed or wounded there, so that he would leave dead bodies or dead horses there. I did not see any dead bodies or dead horses to indicate any struggle, though he may have gone in there.

Q) There were men left dead in the timber where Major Reno made his stand?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Would there not have been men and horses left dead at “B” if there had been a desperate effort to cross?

A) Yes, sir, I think so.

Q) How far from that ford did you find the first dead body?

A) My opinion of that distance is the poorest opinion I give. I said 800 or 1000 yards, but it is a complete guess on my part.

Q) It was away from the ford, was it?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) And still farther down the river?

A) Yes, sir. It was after I left the ford.

Q) It was not between the position Major Reno took, when he came on the hill and the ford “B?”

A) No, sir.

Q) Then you say for about 30 minutes Major Reno remained in the timber, and created a diversion on the part of the Indians?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) According to your estimate of the number of Indians engaged on the 25th and 26th days of June 1876, were there not enough, in your opinion, to have overcome both commands even if each had been separately engaged at the same time?

A) I would not like to take half the warriors, and take the command we had with us, and fight them.

Q) You would not like to take the other half of the command and fight the balance of the warriors?

A) No, sir. I don’t know how to express my opinion on that. From the estimate of other persons, and of Indians, and all I can pick up, I don’t believe there were less than 4000 warriors in that fight.

Q) Were there any evidences of an attempt on the part of the column under General Custer, to return from the point “B” back in the direction from which he came?

A) I did not notice any evidences of that sort, and if there had been, I would not have noticed them, as I rode away from the trail.

Q) What was the character of the country, from the point “B” in the direction of “D” and “E” as to elevation, in comparison with the position of Major Reno’s command on the night of the 25th?

A) I have no idea. I never was on either of these points, except to pass by where General Custer’s body was buried, when I came in from the bluffs.

Q) Did you see the bodies before they were buried?

A) I saw a great many bodies, but not to examine them.

Q) Did the position of the bodies indicate that the command had been gathered together in a military position at any one point, for resistance to the Indians?

A) It is impossible for me to give an opinion on that. I was not enough over the field to know.

Q) When the column under command of Major Reno prepared to retire from the bottom, were you with Girard and Reynolds?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) They were unattached to any particular part of the command, were they not?

A) Yes, sir. The interpreter, as a rule, is supposed to be with the commanding officer.

Q) Was he with him at that time?

A) No, sir. I wish to say that I had no orders to go with Major Reno’s command at all, and I don’t know what instructions Girard had, nor do I know how he came to be there.

Q) You were with these two men who were, as far as you know, unattached to any particular part of the command?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) When the men were in the timber, were they not a small number of men to defend a position of that kind?

A) I don’t believe we had men enough to cover as large a line as it was necessary to cover, in order to hold that timber. It does not seem so to me.

Q) You have been asked several questions with reference to the ability of Major Reno’s command to hold that timber, provided Captain Benteen with his command had joined, and provided Captain McDougall had come in with the pack train. Would not that, in your judgment, depend on the fact whether there had been any orders or directions to Major Reno and Captain Benteen to unite their commands?

A) It would depend entirely upon the fact whether they did or not, and whether they would or not, would depend, of course, on the orders each one had, more or less. I don’t know what orders either one had.

Q) Was it reasonable for Major Reno to expect Captain Benteen’s command to unite with his on that side of the river unless he was apprised of the fact that Captain Benteen had been ordered to do so? In other words, must he not know what Captain Benteen was ordered to do before he could calculate on what he would do?

A) I do not see how he could depend on Captain Benteen’s command, or Captain McDougall’s. I don’t know whether Major Reno knew or could have known what orders the other battalion commanders had. I do not know that he knew what the plan of the fight was. I did not.

Q) If Major Reno was ignorant of the orders given to Captain Benteen with his battalion, and to Captain McDougall with the pack train, would he have been justified in holding that timber in the belief that they would come up and unite with him, provided he found or believed his own command was not sufficient to hold it?

A) If he believed he was unable to hold that timber, and saw no troops coming, I suppose he would use his own judgment about leaving there, and going to some place he could hold better.

Q) How long after retiring from the timber did Captain Benteen unite with him?

A) I would say 20 or 25 minutes.

Q) How long after Captain Benteen came up, did the pack train come up, and did it come from the same direction that Captain Benteen did, or a different one?

A) It came from a different direction, and I estimate it three-quarters of an hour after, possibly more or less.

Q) After the pack train joined the command, how long till the entire command moved down the river?

A) After the pack train joined the command, I took the spades and started down the hill, and was gone possibly 20 or 25 minutes, and when I got back the command was all moving, except perhaps Captain Moylan’s company, which I am not certain about, as he was encumbered with wounded.

Q) Where was Company D under Captain Weir at that time?

A) I can’t locate his company at that time. I know some company started forward about the time I went down the hill, but whether it was his or not I don’t know [it was – see Chapter 6].

Q) What time do you fix it, with reference to the time the pack train came up?

A) It was just about the time the pack train came up.

Q) How long did Major Reno remain on the hill before the column moved down the river?

A) I guess it was about an hour and a half before the whole thing started.

Q) Did you see the point at which Captain Weir halted, after he moved down the river?

A) Yes, sir, I was on that point.

Q) Was it possible for the column to have got any farther in that direction, having reference to the number of Indians and their position?

A) I can only speak in reference to the time I got there. Then, the whole force of Indians seemed to be turning back against us. It is possible that we could have gone farther, but I doubt whether anyone would have moved any farther at that time, because the Indians were all coming as fast as they could in our direction.

Q) Was not the engagement a general one after the time Captain Weir commenced to return with his company until dark that evening?

A) No, not from the time he commenced to return. But we had to keep firing to keep the Indians at a distance, and it got warmer and warmer till we got back - and from that time on it was a very heavy fire as long as we could see to shoot.

Q) What do you fix as the time you reached the point where you made the stand that night?

A) About half past 5 o’clock is as near as I can fix it.

Q) When you heard the firing in the direction in which you afterwards found General Custer, did you communicate that fact to Major Reno?

A) No, sir.

Q) Was not General Terry known to be advancing up the river with a considerable body of soldiers?

A) I don’t know whether it was generally known or not. I partly knew what General Terry’s intentions were, as I had heard him and General Custer talking, and I had an idea General Terry was on the Big Horn somewhere, but I don’t know exactly how I knew it, either.

Q) Was it not a matter of belief throughout the command, as far as the officers were concerned, that General Terry was coming up the river with a column of men?

A) I don’t know how much information there was among the officers.

Q) Was there anything in the amount of firing you heard in the direction in which General Custer’s command was afterwards found, to indicate their destruction at that time?

A) No, sir. I had no idea the command had been destroyed.

Q) Was it not the general belief that the command of General Custer was as well able to take care of itself as that of Major Reno, as far as you know the feeling?

A) I can’t recall anyone speaking about it till the afternoon of the 26th.

Q) Was it not a belief among the officers that he was as well able to take care of his command as the command of Major Reno was to take care of itself?

A) I have no idea what the officers thought about that.

Q) Was it not the belief or opinion that he might have gone farther down the river in the direction in which General Terry was expected to advance and so unite with him? [Note that Gilbert has now established that Terry was coming up the river, when Varnum stated no such thing].

A) I certainly had an idea myself that he had been driven off, in his attack on the other end of the village, and that he was either corralled, as we were, in the hills, or had got away towards General Terry’s command. The idea of their being all killed never struck me at all.

Q) You spoke of an attempt on the part of Major Reno to send a letter to General Terry?

A) Yes, sir, on the 26th.

Q) Was that letter returned to him by the Indian scouts?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Do you remember the substance of that letter? Major Reno stating to the Court that the letter has been destroyed and he is unable now to produce it.

A) It stated in effect that he had arrived at that point at such a time, described the location on the hill, that we had attacked the Indians, that he did not know the whereabouts of General Custer, that he was holding the Indians in check, and asked for medical aid and assistance. That is about all I remember of the letter.

Q) Did he speak of his ability to hold the position?

A) My impression is it did say something to that effect. Yet I don’t feel certain of it.

Q) Do you or not recollect he said something like this; we are able to hold the position but we have a number of wounded and I would like you to send me some medical stores and supplies?

A) I don’t think it was exactly like that. I think it was; we require medical aid and assistance, or something like that. There was something about holding the position but I don’t recollect how it was worded - it was to the effect that he was able to hold it.

Q) Was it not, as far as you recollect, very much in substance like a letter he wrote on the 27th?

A) I don’t know anything about the letter he wrote on the 27th. I have been shown a letter that seems to have been written on the 27th. That one is in substance about the same as the one I saw, with the addition of occurrences which had happened after he wrote the first one.

Q) There was no substantial difference as to his ability to remain where he was and his ignorance of the whereabouts of General Custer?

A) No, sir. Those things were about the same in both letters.

Q) That firing you heard was after Captain Benteen came up?

A) I think it was very soon after he came up.

Q) Was the range of the Indians’ rifles greater or less than that of the soldiers’ carbines?

A) I believe the longest range guns the Indians had were those they took from General Custer’s command, with one or two exceptions. There were one or two parties in particular that had very long range guns.

Q) Is the range of the Winchester rifle the same as the army carbine?

A) No, sir, I think it is much less.

Q) What is the range of the Winchester rifle?

A) I don’t know exactly, I think the charge of powder is considerably less than that of the Springfield carbine.

Q) The Indians, in going to the river and across it to the right bank would, in all probability, cross it at “B”?

A) I don’t know. There were other fords close there.

Q) Was not “B” the first ford they could cross?

A) It is the lowest ford in the vicinity of the village.

Q) Is there any ford between that and the point you crossed in the retreat from the bottom?

A) I don’t know. I don’t believe there is, because it is high bluffs, but I was never through there.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) Refresh your memory, in hunting on the plains, and see if you can’t get at the range of a Winchester rifle.

A) The Winchester Arms Company has an arm very different from the old Winchester rifle. I don’t think the Winchester will shoot accurately over 600 yards. With regard to the 1500 yards of the carbine, I did not mean that it would shoot accurately that distance but that it would throw a ball that far.

Q) How far will a Springfield carbine shoot with reasonable accuracy?

A) About a thousand yards.

Q) State if you had been in Indian engagements before that.

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Is it of the habit of the plains Indians to charge an enemy posted in the timber? Would they be likely to do it?

A) I don’t believe they would be likely to come there mounted, but any place an Indian can cover himself he will take advantage of, and crawl up on the line.

Q) The troops were in the timber, and had the cover as you have testified?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did the Indians on the plain have cover?

A) Not on the plain, but they had the advantage of timber above and below us on the stream.

Q) In that particular timber - they did not come [into it] that you saw?

A) I saw no Indians in the particular timber I was in.

Q) State whether the plains Indians are more likely to charge a retreating foe than one ready for the attack. What is the rule in regard to that, in that country?

A) I think that applies to the Indian and to the cavalry too. They would rather strike a man when he is retreating, that when he is facing you. I had [rather].

Q) Did not the Indians strike Major Reno’s column when it left the timber, and were not the greatest number of casualties occasioned in that way?

A) I think a great number of casualties must have occurred in the timber, just as we left, in the rear of the column. Certainly the greater number were killed and wounded in the retreat from the woods to the bluffs, and about the ford. I don’t know exactly where they were killed or how [see Appendix 5.17]. Some must have been killed near the timber as we left, and some must have been left there - I am not certain.

Q) State whether or not the Indians made a charge into Major Reno’s column, into the rear or tail of it, as it left the woods on the retreat.

A) They did not charge into it. They would ride some distance off on the flank, some 50 to 100 yards, with their rifles across the pommels of their saddles and would sit there and work their rifles.

Q) Not bringing them to the shoulder?

A) No, sir, let them lay across their saddles.

Q) Did they follow the command in that way as it went down the bottom?

A) A great many followed down, but as we neared the river they commenced to draw off the other way.

Q) State whether or not the movement of Major Reno’s battalion, from the woods to the hill, was a demoralized rout?

A) I do not consider the head of the column was in that condition. The rear I think was.

Q) Do you still hold to the opinion that, in column-of-fours is a good formation in which to charge an enemy in front? Would that have been a good formation there at that time?

A) In column-of-fours is a good formation in an attempt to pass through a column of Indians. The object of that movement was to take us outside of a body of Indians, and that was as good a formation as any. If it had been made in platoon, it would have caused delay.

Q) The formation depends on the rapidity with which you wished to move?

A) Yes, sir, and what the effect of the movement was to be.

Q) Take those Indians between the command and the ford, and the command starting out in a column-of-fours, would it or not be likely to receive an enfilading fire, or a fire from the head of the column down?

A) In fighting Indians, I don’t think it would. They would try to get on the flanks, where they could use their guns as I have described. That is their style of fighting. I would make the formation close, and if the object was to break through a lot of Indians, I don’t know but it would be a good way to go.

Q) Was that done?

A) The rear of the column was certainly not closed up.

Q) Where did you expect to find the commanding officer, on the retreat?

A) At the head of the column.

Q) Was there an officer at the rear of the column, as it came out of the woods, seeing that the men all got out?

A) There were officers back there [none of whom had been charged with that responsibility]. I don’t know what they were doing. I think Lieutenant Hodgson, Lieutenant Wallace, Captain French and Lieutenant McIntosh were all behind me [Hodgson and Wallace were whipping their horses for all they were worth; French was covering the retreat of his company, M, and McIntosh was being killed].

Q) Was the column in front going?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) At the point where you came out of the woods, how was the column – scattered, or formed?

A) I could not get out as long as it was closed up solid, because that forced me into the woods – but as soon as there was a break in the column, I got out.

Q) When you got out, there were still men behind you?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Were there any wounded men left in the woods?

A) I don’t know whether there were or not. There were men left there, and when we saw them, they were dead.

Q) Is it reasonable to suppose that every man you saw was shot dead in the first instance, or wounded?

A) I don’t know about that. I think if a man was disabled, so he could not get on his horse, [he] was left where he was [there were several instances of this during the retreat. There were wounded men left in the timber, as well as men unhurt – some with horses, some without – see Chapter 5].

Q) Then what would be likely to become of him?

A) He would be liable to be killed at once [or slowly].

Q) How many men were killed, or left in the woods?

A) I don’t know – some were on the plain, and some in the woods [see Appendix 5.17].

Q) From the place where the skirmish line was formed, was any charge made towards the Indian village by Major Reno’s command, or was any such order given by him?

A) No, sir – no charge out on the plain. The only charge I know anything about was the movement Major Reno started to make with Company G through the woods, which, I understand, was towards a part of the Indian village [and perhaps it was, or perhaps it was to create the appearance of complying with the “charge them afterwards” portion of his orders. There was no charge there].

Q) Within what limits have you heard the force of Indians there placed?

A) I don’t think I have heard it placed at less than 2500, and as high as 12,000 warriors.

Q) From your knowledge of Indians, state what would be the population of a village containing 4000 warriors.

A) About 15,000, if they all had their families with them. I don’t believe they all had their families. I saw a great many wickiups, which probably contained bucks only.

Q) Were any of those wickiups alongside of the lodges?

A) I did not go over the ground enough to see how they were. At the lower end of the village a great many were left standing.

Q) Have you ever seen wickiups alongside of lodges put there for a special purpose?

A) Yes, sir, for bath houses, I suppose you refer to.

Q) Are they not there for other purposes, for the women to occupy occasionally?

A) I don’t know. The only use I know of their making of them is for their sweat baths.

Q) About how many ponies would it take to move a village of 15,000 Indians with all the plunder the Indians have?

A) I don’t know how to estimate that. It would take a great many, and there was an immense herd of ponies there. If there were that number of Indians, it would require about 20,000 ponies.

Q) What was the size of the moving village, if you saw it?

A) I did not see it. I wish to say in regard to the number of ponies that, when I was on the bluffs the night before, my Indian scouts said there were more ponies than they ever saw together before that, they looked like an immense buffalo herd. I could not see them at all. They told me to look for worms on the ground, but still I could not see the ponies, but they described them as the largest pony herd they had ever seen.

Q) What became of your Indian scouts?

A) I think they started for Powder River. I found them there afterwards [see Chapter 5 & Appendix 5.17].

Q) When a fight is going on, and an officer in charge of a column has no orders to remain away, or at a certain position, and he hears the sound of firing, what is it his duty to do always?

A) I suppose he would take his command and go there, to find out what was going on and help, or send and find out what the matter was.

Q) Was not Captain Benteen’s column doing that, if you know, when Major Reno’s column got up on the hill?

A) A few minutes after we got on the hill, I saw a column of cavalry coming downstream towards us. I don’t know where it had been before, or what it had been doing.

Q) In the event that a thousand Indians had followed Major Reno’s column, and had closed up on it at the river when the men were going across, trying to get on the hill, what would have been the result, as far as that command was concerned?

A) I don’t think it could ever have got on the hill. I think it would have [been] stopped at the creek.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) You are a soldier, and I presume you remember the soldierly performance of General Forsythe on the Republican River in 1869?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Were the Indians charging upon the troops at that time and after, General Forsythe had been in the timber one day?

A) I was not there, but that is what I understand was the nature of the fight there. I don’t know the nature of their charge on the troops. I imagine the charge of the Indians is not the same as of the cavalry. I think I understand what is meant by a charge there.

Q) Does not the method of Indian warfare depend on the number of Indians and the number of troops against whom they are engaged?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Are not their tactics modified by circumstances?

A) Yes, sir. Every Indian fights for himself, and each one has his own way of doing it.

Q) And that way depends on their numbers and the number of their enemy?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Was that, or not, a proper formation for Major Reno’s column, in going to a narrow ford, in retreating from the timber to the top of the hill beyond, having in view the distance?[It must be remembered that Reno’s finding the ford was providential, as was his being able to get to the higher ground across the river. None of it was planned, so the formation, if there indeed was one, was not predicated on any definite objective].

A) I don’t know that it would make any difference whether the ford was narrow or wide, as far as the formation was concerned. In a movement of that sort, the line has to be kept well closed up all the time, and if there is any delay in crossing the ford, some disposition would have to be made to cover the delay.

Q) Was not that a proper formation of the command to go to the point to which it was directed?

A) I think it was.

Q) Major Reno was at the head of the command?

A) Yes, sir.

Question by the Recorder:

Q) Do you know whether the Indians got away with General Forsythe there?

A) No, they did not.

Question by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) Nor with Major Reno?

A) No, sir.





[CN] 3.112
 [CT] CHARLES A. VARNUM: TWO NARRATIVES, DATE UNKNOWN

Charles Albert Varnum was a second lieutenant, serving as Custer’s Chief of Scouts during the Little Horn campaign. Some of his correspondence is featured in Appendices 2.28 & 2.29 and Varnum seems to have been a consistent, reliable witness to events and personages.

The two narratives featured here were both incomplete. One is undated and apparently started out to be an autobiography. It may be that Varnum actually completed this manuscript and that the incompleteness is due to lost pages. The other narrative was apparently Varnum’s rewrite effort of a part of the first. John H. Carroll, editor of “Custer’s Chief of Scouts,” in which the full available text of both narratives is given, also published a very small edition of a pamphlet containing Colonel T.M. Coughlan’s narrative based on interviews conducted with Varnum in 1935 [Varnum -1980].

In any event, much of the information contained in the first narrative is not relevant to the fights on the Little Horn, although it is extremely interesting. Hence it is not reproduced here, but I would highly recommend that any serious student obtain a copy of Carroll’s excellent little book, which also contains a compendium of Varnum’s testimony at the Reno Court of Inquiry, which testimony is reproduced in Appendix 3.111.

I have chosen to concentrate only on the Little Horn, so that much of the text of the stories has been omitted. I will join Varnum’s first narrative “already in progress,” with Varnum on leave, visiting his father in Florida. It is the spring of 1876.

…We got back to Tallahassee in March, and I got a telegram from Genl. Custer that my regiment was to take the field with a large expedition against hostile Indians.

I also got a letter from Washington informing me that it had been requested that I be ordered to join. It did not order me to join however, so I had to pay my own travel expenses. I went back, however, and reported to Genl. Terry in St. Paul. I was placed on duty there and ordered back to my post.

Here Major Reno was in command in absence of Genl. Custer in Washington, but he left orders that I be ordered to organize and command the Indian Scouts on the campaign. I enlisted about 60 Ree Indians including the half-breeds. Fred Gerard was employed as Ree Interpreter, and a negro, Isaiah, as Sioux Interpreter. Charlie Reynolds and a Ree Indian, Bloody Knife, were employed as guides and attached to my detachment. I had one soldier as a sort of personal orderly.

The expedition organized in camp below the fort, the entire 7th Cavalry and parts of the 6th and 17th Infantry and a large wagon train. General A.H. Terry commanded. Custer commanded the 7th Cavalry. Major M.A. Reno was the only other cavalry field officer. The Adjt., Lieut. Cooke, and Q.M. Nowlan were with Headquarters. Capt. E.W. Smith was Actg. Adj. Genl. Capt R.P. Hughes & 1st Lieut. E.B. Gibbs were A.D.C. Capt. O.E. Michaelis, Ord. Off., & 1st Lieut. Edwd. Maguire, engineer officer.

We marched west by the old Stanley trail & turning south struck Powder River about twenty miles above its mouth. Major Reno, with six troops, was detached from here to scout to the forks of the Little Powder river - to join us on the Yellowstone near the mouth of Tongue River. We then marched Powder River to the mouth. Here we met steamboats with supplies, and dropped our train, leaving Infantry to guard it.

We took mules from the train and pack saddles, or aparajos rather, and marched up the south bank of the Yellowstone to Tongue river where Major Reno rejoined us. He reported he had struck a big Indian trail going up the Rosebud.

Keeping a steamboat with us, we marched to the mouth of the Rosebud and made a junction with Col. John Gibbon with six companies of the 7th Infantry & four troops of the 2nd Cavalry, from the Montana forts, who had marched down the Yellowstone from Fort Ellis.

I do not care to write any history of the Custer massacre and shall confine myself to my own personal experience. General Custer, with the entire regiment and my scouts, left the mouth of the Rosebud on June 22, 1876. I had only 24 of my scouts which included three half-breeds, two Jackson bros. and Billy Cross. My two interpreters & Charlie Reynolds & Bloody Knife, guides. The remainder of my scouts had been sent away from time to time with mail or dispatches. I also had our guide, Herendine, a white man from Gibbon’s command. I do not know the correct spelling of his name. And six Crow scouts from the same source.

These Crows were in their own country and knew it thoroughly. They were at war with the Sioux and were actually trying to steal their ponies, or cut off any stragglers. Mich Boyer, a half-breed, was interpreter for the Crows.

We marched about twenty miles the first day & the following day were on a heavy trail leading up the valley. The whole valley had evidently been a camp during the spring, and buffalo had been there, and the Indians had been drying meat.

My duty was to cover the front of the command with the scouts and to see that no trail led out of the one we were following. This necessitated my riding a good many miles more than the main command, in my work. Early in the P.M. of the 24th, I was sent for by the Genl. who said that Lieut. Godfrey had reported that a large trail had left the valley about ten miles back and led east. I said I did not believe it, but he sent me back to investigate. Taking some scouts & changing my horse, I went for an extra twenty miles for nothing.

A small branch stream had steep banks and the Indians’ travois had gone up the stream to get a crossing & then returned to the Rosebud valley.

The main command made about twenty miles that day. We were getting supper in my camp when the General sent for me. He said the Crows believed we would find the Indians in the Little Big Horn valley. That in the divide between the Rosebud and that stream was a “Crow Nest,” a big hollow, where the Crows used to go and hide when on horse-stealing expeditions against the Sioux. That from there they could see in the early morning when the camp fires started, and tell whether they were there or not, and estimated their strength. Custer said he wanted an intelligent white man to go with them and get what information he could from them & send him a message with that information. I said, “That means me.” He said he did not like to order me on such a trip and that I had already had a hard day of it. I said he made me Chief of Scouts, and I objected to his sending anyone else unless he had lost faith in me. He said he thought that was about what I would say, and for me to go. He said I was to leave about 9 o’clock and get there before daylight. I would take the Crows & interpreters and I said I wanted one white man to talk to and asked for Charlie Reynolds, which he approved.

He said he would start at 11 o’clock and be at the base of the divide before morning & he thought I could locate him from the bluffs where I would be. Having ridden over 50 miles, I started at 9 P.M. for a ride of 20 more with only Indians & one white man. I took about a dozen Ree scouts for messengers. I arrived at the “Crow Nest” about 2 A.M. It was a disagreeable ride, in single file, keeping near the brush and a small tributary to the Rosebud, and the feeling that the one white man with me was the only person I could depend upon in case of trouble, as the Indians would all scatter on their own account in case we were attacked, made me feel I was not in the safest kind of an expedition.

We lay down till daylight began to appear and then climbed the steep slopes to the crest of the hill, leaving our horses with the Ree scouts in the Nest. The Crows said there was a large village in the Little Big Horn Valley, and pointed to the big pony herd. I could not see it. They said: “No look for horses, look for worms.” But I could see neither; I could see on a branch between me and the river one tepee standing and one partly wrecked. They proved to be full of dead bodies from the fight of Genl. Crook of June 17th of which of course we were ignorant at that time.

I sent back some Ree scouts with a note to the General reporting what the Crows said they saw. I could see smoke coming from a ravine several miles away where Custer was evidently camped, and later saw the dust of his column approaching.

While on the hill we saw an Indian riding a pony and leading another on a long lariat, and a boy behind, also mounted. They were in front of us, a mile or so off, riding parallel to the ridge but evidently heading for a gap to our right where the trail crossed the divide. Reynolds, myself, Mich Boyer, and two Crows started to intercept them and kill them so they would not discover the approach of Custer. The country was very broken, and we had not gone far before we were called back by the Crows on the hill. They said the Indians had changed their course. But they changed it again and did cross on the trail, and we watched them discover our column, when they disappeared.

Later, on a divide parallel to the stream up which Custer was approaching, I saw seven Indians in single file riding toward the Rosebud. From where we were they were outlined against the sky and looked like giants on immense horses. Suddenly they disappeared behind the crest, but black spots reappeared showing they were on the watch. They had evidently seen Custer’s column.

The column arrived at the trail-crossing of the divide about 10 A.M., and Custer came at once to where I was, I riding out to meet him. We climbed the bluff and the Indians tried to show Custer what they saw, but he said he believed he had excellent eye sight but could see nothing.

Mich Boyer then said, “If you don’t find more Indians in that valley than you ever saw together before, you can hang me.” “It would do a damned sight of good to hang you, wouldn’t it?” replied Custer. And we went down the hill and took our horses and rejoined the troops.

Custer called the officers together, but I did not attend as I had had nothing to eat or drink that day, so I searched the haversacks and canteens of my friends. The command mounted up & I reported for orders. Custer asked if I felt able to continue scouting. I said I had to ride anyway, & one place was as good as another. He said go ahead then. Lieut. Hare reported to me the night before for duty and I sent him to the right front and I took the left front of the advance. From every hill where I could see the valley I saw Indians mounted.

We marched down a small tributary of the Little Big Horn River. I reported my observations several times. The valley of the river on the left bank is broad and level, but steep and sometimes almost perpendicular bluffs under the right bank from which we were approaching. Behind the highest part of the bluff was the main Indian village. The small branch down which we were advancing empties into it about two miles above the village.

The last time I reported, probably two miles from the river, I saw a squadron of 3 troops passing the head of the column at a trot. I asked where they were going & the Genl. said, “To begin the attack.” I asked instruction & he said to go on with them if you want to. Lieut. Hare & I and my whole party started at the trot. Lieut. Geo. D. Wallace, a classmate of mine & dear friend & old roommate, was riding at the head of the column with the Genl. He was acting topographical officer. I called back to him, “Come on Nick, with the fighting men. I don’t stay back with the coffee coolers.” Custer laughed and waved his hat and told Wallace he could go & Wallace joined me.

It so happened that his Troop G & my A were with the advancing squadron under Major Reno. We put spurs to our horses and crossed the river with the command and then pulled out ahead, with the scouts, guides, etc. The valley was full of Indians riding madly in every direction. We advanced rapidly down the valley, the Indians retiring before us for about a mile, Wallace, Hare & myself riding together.

Suddenly the Indians began advancing towards us & looking back I saw that the troops were dismounting to fight on foot. My scouts had disappeared. We rode back to the line of troops which rested its right on the timber which bordered the stream. Across the timber, on the other side of the stream, was a high bluff & looking up I saw the gray horse Troop E in column. So I knew that some troops were passing to the other end of the village via the bluffs. There were plenty of Indians and the fight waxed hot. We had about 120 men total.

Capt. Moylan said that the Indians in our rear were getting to the horses, and I rode back & put them in the woods, and coming out of the woods I saw Reno with G Troop going through the woods to attack the village. He told me to go to Moylan’s line and see what was going on & let him know. I met Lt. Hodgson, his adjutant, who said his horse was wounded, he thought. He was joining Reno and I told him to report what the status of affairs was on Moylan’s line, and rode to the edge of the timber. There was a cut bank surrounding the timber & the men were behind it. Moylan told me he was getting out of ammunition & I brought the horses up in the timber in rear of the line so the men could get the extra ammunition from their saddle bags. Then I dismounted and tied my horse to a tree and went to the river.

I met Charlie Reynolds & Fred Gerard, the interpreter, and asked how things were going. They said things looked mighty bad. Fred Gerard had a half-pint flask of whiskey & said, “Let’s take a drink. It may be our last.” It was the last for poor Charlie Reynolds.

Just then I heard a commotion in the woods and I heard men saying, “We are going to charge.” I ran to my horse & mounted, but the men crowded me into a little path & it was some time before I could get out. When I got on the plain the column was racing for the bluffs. A heavy column in front - about eight or ten - feet and from there back for two or three hundred yards the men were scattered in twos & single file & the Indians surrounding on the flank with their Winchesters laying across their saddles and pumping them into us. There was a long gap for me to ride to catch up and I had a thoroughbred horse under me. I soon made it & fortunately without being hit. I was soon at the head of the column and tried to check it saying we could not run away from Indians. We must get down & fight.

Maj. Reno was there, however, & informed me that he was in command. I subsided. We soon struck the river & nearly all the Indians left us. Lieut. Hodgson received a bullet while crossing and was killed. My orderly Pvt. Strode, had been shot through the thigh & his horse was falling. I dismounted and caught an M Troop horse, and with the aid of a sergt. of A Troop we put Strode on it.

Meanwhile the command was climbing the steep bluff on a “hog back” slope. I started up another when I heard men calling me back. I did not know why at this time, but came back & went up with the column.

I saw Dr. De Wolf going up where I did with his orderly. Men were calling to him. He turned & just then received a bullet which killed him when about half way up the bluff. Our men had seen a few Indians laying for persons going that way & that is why I was called back.

We arrived at this crest and the Indians had left us. We had a number of wounded, some of them very badly, & we had lost a number. Lieut. McIntosh & De Rudio were missing. McIntosh had been killed. De Rudio escaped afterwards. Gerard, Reynolds, Herendine & Mich Boyer & Isaiah were missing from my party. Gerard & Herendine escaped afterwards. The others were dead. My Indian 1st Sergt., Bob-tailed Bull, and the Genl’s. Bloody Knife, were also dead.

While we were straightening out matters we saw a lot of fifteen dismounted men coming up the bluff behind the timber. We moved to cover their approach & found it was Herendine & soldiers who were left dismounted in the timber and had made their way back through the woods to the river & joined us. Two braves, Half-Yellow-Face and White Swan were with us, the latter being wounded. Forked Horn & Goose, Ree scouts, the latter wounded, were also there. All the rest were gone.

Up the river we saw troops approaching, and a messenger was sent back on our line of approach to hurry up Troop B with the pack train. The troops from up the river proved to be Capt. F.W. Benteen with Troop H, D & K, Capt. Weir, Lieuts. Godfrey, Gibson & Edgerly. B Troop with Capt. McDougall & Lieut. Mathey & the packs joined later.

The trail followed by Custer was found back from the bluffs & he must have been engaged in the valley from where I saw the gray horse troop.

When the command got together we followed the Custer trail to the highest point of the bluffs. Many scattered Indians were riding about at some distances, but the country was badly broken into gullies, and there was no sound of firing in any direction. We saw a lot of white objects scattered about which I thought were rocks but which we found afterwards were the naked bodies of Custer’s men.

By this time, from every hill & vale, Indians were coming up the river towards us. Reno started to fall back along the bluffs to find a favorable place to stand them off, which was near where we came up from the valley. Reno & Benteen formed the line. Godfrey, with K Troop, dismounted, covering the movement. It was late in the P.M. when we were in shape and probably five thousand Indians attacked us. We had about three hundred men.

Our line formed a semi-circle from the crest of the bluff. It was very steep and high up from the river. Except across the middle point of the semi-circle we had a slight slope to cover us and across the low point made a sort of breast work of pack saddles. There were only one or two spades with the packs. We had the entire reserve supply of ammunition and plenty to eat and some grain for stock, but water was almost inaccessible.

Near the center we placed the animals in a circle tied to each other and in the center of that placed our wounded. We had our Dr. Porter. The Indians fired at us from behind a circle of hills varying from 2 to 5 hundred yards range. They would pour lead into us for fifteen to thirty minutes, and then charge us mounted. We lay low while they were firing & when they charged we sat up and let them have it and drove them back. This they kept up incessantly as long as they could see until the night of the 26th.

We had little to fear from them during the night as they have a superstition I believe against being killed in the darkness. It was fortunate for us for they could have ridden us down at night with small loss to them.

We managed to get a few canteens of water that night and the following day from the river, but it was very risky work. We had a few cans of tomatoes among our stores also. These and the water was mostly consumed by the wounded.

As I had no sleep for forty-eight hours, I went to sleep about midnight. I was awakened by being carried & found myself in the arms of Pvt. “Tony” Siebelder, Troop A, who, when firing opened in the morning about 3 o’clock, found me in a very exposed position. He laid me down & I slept for a while & felt better. I was up by sunrise. During the forenoon we were bothered by two or three Indians who got a position on the edge of the bluff, down the stream, and at about 100 yards range & when they fired they got some one. At Benteen’s suggestion, the troops on that flank charged them. We were opened on by the whole circle. I felt a pain in both legs at once, and thought for a second I had lost both legs. I got a bullet through the calf of one leg and as my foot was up, while I was running, the other went down my leg cutting the yellow stripes off my trousers and denting the leather of my boot over the ankle bone. It did not touch my person, but acted like a blow on my ankle bone and the foot swelled up, turned black & blue and was really the worst wound of the two.

We had no trouble after that from that quarter. I dropped into a shallow trench when I got back and tried to examine the hole in my leg to see how bad it was, but every time I did so, a bullet cut the dirt very near it.

A young private of B Troop got to laughing at my endeavors, and while doing so a bullet went from the top of his head down through his body. He probably never knew what happened to him. I afterwards met the man on the other side of me. He was a youngster in St. Paul, Minn., driving me to the R.R. depot. He noticed my name on my trunk and made himself known by telling this story.

In the P.M. I made a proposition to Maj. Reno that if he would let me go and take one companion, I would try and get through the lines that night and carry word of our fix to any troops I could reach. He refused. He said I used a gun too well to be spared. He finally agreed to let the scouts go if they would. They promised, but I don’t think they ever started or tried. They brought back the dispatches and said there were too many Indians. At the time they started the Indians had probably left.

That evening all was quiet and everybody seemed to be of the opinion that troops were coming to our assistance and that the Indians had gone. We sounded trumpets giving the various calls to warn any troops when close. We changed our position so that the up-stream end of our position became the down-stream end, fortified as best we could.

We got nearer the water and after midnight sent horses down to water, a few at a time. About midnight, Fred Gerard and one of the Jackson boys came into our lines. They had been left in the woods and escaped up the river in the dark. Before morning De Rudio and Private O’Neil also came in. They had been left when the others had escaped up the river with Gerard & Jackson, but became separated.

On the morning of the 27th there were no Indians in sight. The horses were all watered and fed, and we did what we could for the wounded. That something was happening we knew. We had no means to move our wounded, even if not interrupted by hostiles.

About 9 o’clock a body of men were seen coming up the valley. Whether troops or Indians could not be made out, but soon it developed into troops. Six companies of the 7th Infantry and four troops 2d Cavalry with Genl. Terry in command was marching to our relief. The Genl. & staff came up to us & the troops camped in the valley. They told us that Custer and the five troops with him were all dead, and their naked bodies mutilated & scalped were down the river about three or four miles. Such a scene! I will not try to describe it. Our brother officers and dearest friends butchered and scalped!

We commenced at once to remove the wounded to the 7th Infty. camp. Surgeons got to work. Saddler Madden had to have his leg amputated at the thigh. The ground with a piece of shelter tent to lie on was the operating table. He was a pretty hard drinker, but not had a drop of liquor for months. Ether had no effect on him. “Give me a drink and cut away,” he said. They did, & when ready to commence they gave another. He stood it all right and when asked how he felt he said, “Give me a drink & you can cut off the other.”

Everything but the troops was moved that day, and on the morning of the 28th, we started to bury the dead. Only a few spades could be procured and the bodies were covered with earth just as they lay. The officers were all identified except Lieuts. Harrington & Sturgis. The officers’ bodies were buried in shallow graves & marked. We then marched to the camp of the other troop. In the meanwhile the Infantry had buried the bodies who fell in Reno’s first attack. These bodies were horribly mangled. Indian travois had been made to haul the wounded, but some had to be carried in extemporized hand litters. Capt. Keogh’s horse, Comanche, was found alive on Custer field, but badly wounded. We managed to get him along with us and he was cured & kept till he died at Fort Riley, Kans., in 1891, I believe.

We moved down the stream a few miles that day, and on the 29th, in the night, when it was cool, on account of the wounded we marched about 20 miles to the Big Horn at the mouth of the Little Big Horn, where a steamboat, the Far West, waited. Capt. Grant Marsh had pushed its way. It was very welcome.

Varnum’s first narrative continues for a few more pages, all of which deal with subsequent events and have no bearing on the fights on the Little Horn, although they do relate some details of the campaign. The only information of interest to a study of the battle is Varnum’s statement that he “had mustered my detachment on the 30th of June & dropped 20 scouts as ‘missing in action.’ I found them all at Powder River, and they were paid on the rolls on which they were dropped.” The narrative ends abruptly when recounting happenings the next spring, when Varnum was Regimental Quartermaster.

His second narrative deals only with the Custer fight and, as mentioned, is also incomplete. It is also very short, and although it does repeat virtually all of the details of the first account, there are some very interesting expansions. For these reasons, I have chosen to include the complete text here.

Returning to Fort Abraham Lincoln, Dak. Terty. in April, 1876, from “leave of absence,” I was detailed to organize, enlist and command a detachment of Indian scouts for the expedition of Genl. A.H. Terry against hostile Sioux Indians. I enlisted about sixty-five. Two or three were old Sioux scouts, and the balance, Ree Indians including four half-breed Ree-whites. Fred Gerard was Ree interpreter. A negro, Isaiah, was Sioux interpreter. Charley Reynolds & the Ree, Bloody Knife, were employed as guides and attached to my command.

The command left Fort A. Lincoln about the middle of May, and consisted of the scouts, the 7th Cavalry, and about a regiment of Infantry composed of parts of the 6th & 17th Regts., two pieces of artillery and a large wagon train.

The line of march was along the N.P.R.R. survey till we crossed the Little Missouri River when we turned in a southerly direction & struck the Powder River about twenty-five or thirty miles above the mouth. The march was uneventful. I was generally attached to & marched with the 7th Cavalry. I was 2d Lieutenant of Troop A, and messed with my Capt., M. Moylan.

From the Powder River Major Reno, with a squadron of the 7th Cavalry & some Indian scouts, was sent south on a scout in search of the hostiles. I do not know what his instructions were. He left his wagons and took pack mules only. The remainder of the command marched down the right bank of the Powder to the Yellowstone. Here the train was parked and left with an Infantry guard and the rest of the command took pack animals only and marched up the right bank of the Yellowstone to the mouth of Tongue river, and here, on the site of Miles City of today, Reno rejoined us.

We then marched to the mouth of the Rosebud. Genl. Terry was there on a steamboat. Genl. gibbon, with six companies of the 7th Infantry, and a squadron of four troops of the 2d Cavalry, arrived from the Montana Military posts, having marched down the Yellowstone.

Long conferences took place between Genls. Terry, Gibbon & Custer on the steamboat, and on the 22d of June Genl. Custer with the 7th Cavalry and Indian scouts and pack trains started up the Rosebud. I had furnished a number of detachments of scouts to carry mail & dispatches, and when I left on the 22d I had twenty-five Ree Indians including three half-breeds. My two interpreters, Charley Reynolds & Bloody Knife & in addition six Crow Indians from Genl. Gibbon’s command and Mich Boyer, Crow interpreter, & a guide named Herendine.

We did not get away till near noon, as I remember, and made only a short march on the 22d. My detachment did the advance guard work and covered the entire valley. The Crow Indians acted under the direct supervision of General Custer & I saw little of them till the night of the 24th. On the 23rd we made a long march. We struck not only the trail of the Indians but the entire valley of the Rosebud appeared to have been a camp, where they had moved along as the grass was grazed off. There had evidently been buffalo in the country and frames for drying meat and the remains of camp fires where meat bones infected by maggots, & half-dried pony dung indicated recent presence of the Indian.

I was always way ahead of the command with my scouts and was especially instructed to look out for any trails leaving the main trail up the river & going eastward. After we had marched about twenty miles on the 24th, an orderly reported to me that the General wanted to see me. The command had halted. I went back and reported. The General told me that Lieut. Godfrey had reported that a large travois trail had left the main trail about ten miles back, and gone eastward up a branch creek heading into the Rosebud from that direction. I told him that I had covered the front with scouts and was up & down my line all the time & had half-breeds who could talk English along, and that I did not believe it possible. After considerable discussion I was ordered to go back to the branch stream referred to & investigate. I went & found that the branch stream had strip cut banks and the main travois trail had gone up the branch to find a suitable crossing & had then crossed the branch & returned to the valley of the Rosebud. I had therefore had my extra 20 miles ride for nothing.

The General said I needed an assistant and detailed Lieut. L.R. Hare to report to me & help me out. We marched thirty or more miles that day, & how many I put in on that day’s work, riding my front and going back, I can only guess, but certainly more than fifty.

After we camped, the Crow Indians came in and had a long talk with the General in a clump of trees near my camp. The General then sent for me. He told me that the Crows had reported to him that there was a high hill in the divide between the Rosebud & Little Big Horn and that this was a “Crow Nest” near the top, and that when the Sioux were in the country the Crows used this to watch the Sioux, when they (the Crows) were on pony-stealing expeditions against the Sioux. That their mounts could be hid in the Crow Nest and from the top of the hill, when daylight broke in the morning, the air was still and clear, and they could tell whether the Indians were in camp on the Little Big Horn.

The Crows were to leave about 9 o’clock and go to the hill and he (the General) wanted an intelligent white man to go with them & get their report & put it on paper & send it back to him. “Well, I guess that means me,” I replied. He said I had had a hard day & he did not want to order me on such a duty anyway. I said, “Well, you detailed me to command the scouts. It is my place to go & I would not feel complimented if you sent any one else,” or words to that effect. He said he would like to have me go, & in fact wanted me to if I felt able. I told him I wanted some one white man to talk to and asked for Charlie Reynolds. I took the five Crows, about a dozen Rees & Boyer, the Crow interpreter. He said he would break camp about eleven o’clock and move up to the base of the hills and bivouac in the ravines till he heard from me. I took the Rees as messengers.

We left at 9 o’clock P.M. and arrived at the Crow Nest about two o’clock A.M. on the 25th. It was a long mean ride in the darkness. I lay down & got about an hour’s sleep & then climbed to the crest of the hill where I found the Crows. I could see down the valley of a stream flowing into the Little Big Horn, two teepees, one partly wrecked or fallen over. The Crows said there was a big village in the valley of the Little Big Horn behind a line of bluffs & pointed to a large pony herd. I could not see it. They said, “Look for worms on the grass.” But I could see nothing.

The Indians called my attention to smoke rising from where Custer had bivouacked & did not like it. About five o’clock I wrote a note to the General & sent it off by the Rees, telling him the information I got from the Crows. Soon after this I saw an Indian, mounted, leading a pony on a long lariat, & a boy, also mounted, riding behind. They were riding parallel to the divide and evidently heading for a gap to cross the ridge. The Crows wanted them headed off & killed. Reynolds, Boyer, two Crows & myself started off to do it. We got into a tangle of ravines. We heard a sound of Crow calls from the hill. Our Crows answered & then we turned back. I asked Boyer what it meant and he did not know.

On returning we found that the Indian had changed his course, but soon afterwards he did cross the divide & went down the slope towards Custer’s advancing column. We could see the dust of the column, but not the troops at that time. This Indian continued on a long distance & then stopped for a while & suddenly disappeared. He evidently discovered the advance of the troops.

Later I saw seven Indians single file riding on the crest of a ridge running north from the divide & parallel to Custer’s advance. Outlined against the sky their ponies looked as large as elephants. Suddenly they disappeared, but two black spots reappeared. Evidently they also had seen the troops & the two black spots were Indians watching them.

About ten o’clock the column was in sight heading for a low spot in the divide where the trail crosses. I rode out to meet the troops, but met General Custer & Tom (his brother). He sent Tom back and rode to the Crow Nest with me. I reported to him all I had seen and what the Crows claimed to have seen. We climbed to the crest of the hill and the Genl. talked with the Crows thru Boyer. The General finally said, “I have got mighty good eyes and I can see no Indians,” & Boyer replied, “If you can’t find more Indians in that valley than you ever saw together before, you may hang me.” The General replied, “It would do a damn sight of good to hang you, wouldn’t it?” This was the second time I ever heard Custer use such an expression, the other being in an Indian fight in 1873.

We rode back to the command and I hunted for food & drink. The officers were called together and the situation discussed, but I was not present. The command then resumed the march. I went ahead to the left front, Lieut. Hare covering the right front. I got into the hills & a long way from the command, & when at last I rejoined, Major Reno was passing in front at the trot. I reported to the General saying I guess he could see about all I could of the situation. “I don’t know. What can you see?” said the General. “The whole valley in front is full of Indians,” I replied, “& you can see them when you take that rise,” pointing to the right front.

I asked where Reno was going & he told me he was to attack. I asked if I was to go with him. He said I might. Fred Gerard, the interpreter, shouted a lot of Indian language to the scouts & we started at the gallop. My classmate, Lt. Wallace, was riding with the General as topographical officer. I turned back & shouted to him, “Come on, Nick, don’t stay back with the coffee coolers.” Custer laughed & made a sign to Wallace who joined me. Lieut. Hare also joined, and with the scouts & attackers we rode to overtake Reno which we did as he was fording the stream & came out into the open valley ahead & covered the advance with my scouts, Lts. Wallace & Hare, Charlie Reynolds, Herendine, Boyer & Fred Gerard & Bloody Knife, with myself, leading but spread out across the front.

The Indians were spread across the valley, riding madly in every direction, sometimes apparently about to charge and then turning & running away only to return again. As we were nearing their village I looked back & saw the command dismounting to fight on foot, and we all rode back behind the lines. I joined my Troop A. As I joined I happened to look towards the high bluffs on the other side of the river & saw the gray horse Troop E, in column, going down stream. The conformation of the ground on the bluff was such that I could see only that much of the column.

The right of our line rested on a timbered bottom. A cut bank about four feet high surrounded the timber on the side away from the river. I heard some one say the Indians were getting around to our rear & would get our led horses. They had been placed in the timber. I rode down into the woods & worked my way to the horses & brought them close up to the line, but still in the timber. As I was returning I saw G Troop going back through the woods & met Lieut. Hodgson who was Reno’s adjutant. He was following G Troop. He said Reno was going to attack the village with G Troop. He was worried about his horse that he thought had been wounded. I saw no sign of it however. I rode to the troops, but had to dismount & tie my horse to a tree as the brush was so thick.

The skirmish [line] had apparently swung back on the timber & heavy firing [was] constant. Men were going back to the horses for more ammunition. I met Reynolds & Gerard & asked how things were going. Reynolds said pretty bad, or words to that effect. Gerard pulled out a half-pint flask & said, “Well, we may never have a chance. Let’s take a drink.” Before I could do so, men were falling back into the timber & calling out, “They are going to charge.”

I ran to my horse. The rush of mounted men forced me into a by-path and I got out at the rear of the column. The command was on the run. A front of ten or a dozen men way ahead of me, and men twos, threes & by the file till they were rods apart at the rear, all riding along the timber and towards the bluff on the other bank. I was on a thoroughbred horse from the Kentucky race tracks & soon overtook the column. Indians rode along the column with their Winchester rifles across the pommel of their saddles, pumping them as fast as possible. I got to the head of the column just as it reached the stream. There was no ford, but we jumped in & climbed out the best we could.

Reno and Moylan were the only officers I recall seeing at the time. I started up a steep ridge heading to my left. The main column took one to the right. The men to the right called me to come back. I did not see why, but came back.

The horse of a wounded soldier was killed & Sergt. Culbertson & I caught a loose M Troop horse & put the wounded man on it & we went up with the troops. Dr. De Wolf started up where I did, followed by his orderly. Those above me called to him to come back. He turned to see what was the matter & a bullet from the top of the bluff killed him. His orderly joined the column.

1st Sergt. Heyn, Troop A, had a bullet through his knee & Sergt. Culbertson & I helped him to the top of the bluffs. Not long after our arrival we saw a number of dismounted men, about fifteen, I believe, coming out of the woods to the bluffs and along the bluffs near the river. We moved down stream, or some of us did, to cover them from any Indian attack, and they joined us led by the scout, Herendine. The Indians had left us for the time being.

Messengers were sent to the pack train to hurry it up. Col. Benteen with three troops was seen coming down the river from above where we had crossed, and he joined with Troops D (Weir), H (Benteen) & K (Godfrey). Captain Mc Dougal, with Troop B & the pack train also joined us. Col. Reno learned that Lieut. Hodgson had been killed where we crossed the river & went down to the crossing with some men. I learned of it only when he was returning.

After helping with the wounded I joined Capt. Weir with the advance. We moved to a point that overlooked where Custer’s fight took place, but it was covered with Indians riding in every direction. A considerable firing was heard but there was no body of troops in sight. I saw some white objects that I thought were rocks, but found afterwards they were naked bodies of men. We fell back along the bluff and the Indians swarmed back on us. A dismounted skirmish line was formed by Lt. Godfrey with K Troop covering the movement. A place was selected for the final stand and everything brought inside the lines.

These formed irregular semi-circle back from the edge of the bluff. The horses & mules were tied to each other. The wounded men were placed among the horses for cover. Here we fought it out.

I was thoroughly exhausted. I had ridden about seventy miles on the 24th and had only about an hour’s sleep at the Crow Nest that night. About 10 o’clock I lay down on the edge of the bluffs and must have gone to sleep at once. I was awakened by being carried somewhere, and found myself in the arms of old “Tony” Siebelder of Troop A. It seems I had gone to sleep at an exposed point and when daylight broke, old “Tony” saw my danger & was carrying me to a safer place to finish my sleep.

But I had had enough and got busy with my gun on the firing line. I joined the men on the ridge looking down the river. The Indians behind ridges at from about two to five or six hundred yards poured lead into us for twenty or thirty minutes, and then charged us, mounted. We did not return this fire except to get their range. The men were ready, however, with their sights set, and when the charge came, our reply came also and was so effective that it stopped the charge. This was repeated again & again, all day long.

A few Indians got cover, near the bluff, about two hundred yards down stream, and their fire was very effective. Benteen came over from the up-stream front & suggested we charge them. With a yell we went to it, & that ended all fire from that point.

I caught a bullet through the flesh of my leg, and another struck my ankle bone on the other foot. This last one only dented the leather of my boot but became the worst of the two wounds. It acted like a blow of a hammer on my ankle bone, & made me very lame for several days.

Returning from the charge I dropped into a shallow trench with a private of M Troop. Feeling blood running down my leg I tried to pull my boot off with the other foot while lying on my back. A bullet struck the dirt near my hill, & I dropped my foot. My companion chuckled. I turned on my side and tried again with the same result. I called him a damned chucklehead & just then a charge of Indians set us at work with our carbines.

My wound was not examined till the following day. I later in the day went to Capt. Moylan’s line & with other officers talked over our situation. I suggested I would try and get away during the night if I could get a good man to go with me & carry the news & try to get relief. I talked to Herendine, but he thought it too risky. Sergt. Geo. McDermott of A Troop (killed at Bear Paw in 1877) agreed to go with me & I went to see Major Reno about it. He was with Capt. Weir. I made my proposition to him. He did not reply for some time & then said he could not afford to lose two good shots & that we would get killed anyway. I said we might as well get killed trying to get relief, as to get killed where we were. He said, “Varnum, you are a very uncomfortable companion.” I left him.

Weir came to me afterwards & said Reno would let me send scouts if they would go. I had only four left with me, White Swan, who was badly wounded, & Half-Yellow--Face, of the Crows, and Goose (also wounded) and Forked Horn of the Rees. After long talks they finally agreed to try to get out that night & Reno gave me notes to give them. They did not go, however, & I doubt if they tried.

Later in the afternoon of the 26th we noticed that groups of Indians assembled on the high points of hills down the river. Their attacks grew less frequent, and about sunset almost discontinued.

It was decided to change our defensive line so as to get away from the stench of dead animals and get nearer water. This was gradually accomplished after dark. The up-stream defenses formed the down-stream line after the change, and we also extended a line down towards the river.

Fred Gerard and one of the Jackson boys (half-breed scout) came into our lines, and about midnight Lt. Re Rudio and Private O’Neil came in.

Somehow it seemed to be in the air that the Indians had left and that relief was approaching. We knew that there was an expedition in the field under General Crook, and it seemed to us that this was the command most of us looked for. Trumpets were sounded at intervals to attract attention of any nearby troops. That Custer had been driven off and joined Terry & was approaching was also thought of & discussed.

I got a little sleep towards morning, but was up and around all the lines by daylight. There was no attack made on us. We had our horses watered during the night, sending small parties down to the river at a time. Having water, we got a breakfast, the first I had eaten since the morning of the 24th.

About 9 o’clock I think, dust was seen down the valley and from its regular formation we soon made out a Cavalry column. Lts. Wallace & Hare & possibly others, rode down the valley to meet them. It was General Terry with four troops of the 2d Cavalry and six companies of the 7th Infantry.

Note - there are missing pages following this passage, and a final, incomplete, page which reads as follows:

…friends so as to recognize them. This work finished we marched to Terry’s camp, and there, by night marches, to the mouth of the Little Big Horn on the Big Horn.

Capt. Grant Marsh, with the steamboat, Far West, was there & we embarked our wounded & sent them to Fort A. Lincoln.

A long campaign followed this, but nothing was accomplished, and we returned to Fort A. Lincoln in Sept., I think.

The cause of the massacre, seems to me, that the General divided his command in attacking an enemy many times as large as his own. In my…

Varnum’s narratives are very valuable for the incidental information which they provide for serious researchers. Certainly they are lacking in dramatics or suspense or loudly-trumpeted deeds of heroism and daring, but they more than make up for these “deficiencies” by providing the tiny details that help to solve or answer some lingering problems and questions. Perhaps it would be instructive to look at a few of these.

The question of whether Custer did or did not intend to examine the upper part of Tullock’s Creek, in conformance with his instructions from Terry, has been debated back and forth and up and down for year after year, without resolution. R.P. Hughes, in his Journal of the Military Service Institution article, January 1896, uses Varnum as a source for denying that Custer ever intended to carry out this instruction. Hughes says: “Lieut. Varnum…was in command of all the scouts, and necessarily familiar with all the duties required of them and of what they did. He says that in all his instructions from Custer in regard to scouting he never even heard of Tullock’s Creek…and that, if any examination whatever was made of the Tullock Valley, it was made without his knowledge and by some one not under his control.”

That sounds like pretty convincing stuff, since all students know that Varnum was the Chief of Scouts and that all scouts operated under his instructions. But Varnum himself tells us that that was not the case! He says, in his second narrative: “The Crow Indians acted under the direct supervision of General Custer & I saw little of them till the night of the 24th.” What could be more natural than to use the Crows who “were in their own country and knew it thoroughly” to scout the Tullock? There is no concrete evidence that Custer used them in this fashion, but it is a positive contradiction of Hughes’ statement that Varnum must necessarily have known of any such examination. One of the major problems in trying to go back over a hundred years and draw out information from original sources is that interviewers never asked the questions that one would like to have had answered. In this case, nobody ever asked any of the Crows if Custer had them check out the Tullock, because everyone believed that it was never done, and that, if it had been, it would have been done by George Herendeen, who was actually intended to be used as a courier, not a scout. So the mystery remains, with perhaps another question added rather than subtracted, although the probabilities favoring Custer’s intention to follow his instructions (if indeed he had not already done so) are very much enhanced.

Varnum also answers the question of whether Bob Jackson was actually on the march from the Yellowstone, which has bothered some writers. Varnum, who should have known, tells us that Bob Jackson was indeed present, otherwise how could Varnum have had “two Jackson bros.” with him? The quotation is from the first narrative.

Varnum makes it quite clear too, as do other participants in the battle, that when they looked for relief it was not from Terry and Gibbon, but from Crook! This was based on the knowledge that “there was an expedition in the field under General Crook.” Why would they not be looking for help from Terry, if in fact Terry and Gibbon were supposed to be in the fight on the 26th, as so many writers have stated or assumed? The answer is simple enough. Terry and Gibbon were never supposed to be in the fight at all, and all protestations to the contrary are simply untrue! 

Another point of interest is the reason for the charge by the portion of the line where Varnum was. In many stories, we see the reason given that numbers of Indians were creeping ever closer to the line and would soon be within the lines if something was not done about it immediately. We are further informed in these stories that Benteen virtually ordered Reno to make the charge. Godfrey has Benteen saying to Reno: “You’ve got to do something here on the north side pretty quick; this wont do, you must drive them back.”

Varnum paints a much less dramatic picture. He says, in his first narrative: “During the forenoon we were bothered by two or three Indians who got a position…at about 100 yards range …At Benteen’s suggestion, the troops on that flank charged them…We had no trouble after that from that quarter.” In his second narrative, he says: “A few Indians got cover…about two hundred yards down stream…Benteen came over & suggested we charge them. With a yell we went to it, & that ended all fire from that point.” This is the charge during which Varnum was wounded in both legs, so he ought to remember what it was all about and if anyone had cause to glorify the whole thing, it was Varnum. He doesn’t seem to have considered it such a big deal and he surely did not recall any “creeping hordes” threatening the line.

[CN] 3.113
 [CT] FIRST LIEUTENANT GEORGE D. WALLACE: TESTIMONY AT THE RENO COURT OF INQUIRY, 1879

George Wallace, then a Second Lieutenant, was Custer’s Acting Engineer/Topographical Officer, starting from the march from the Yellowstone up the Rosebud. As such, he was tasked with keeping the itinerary of the march, making notes as to important times, such as starts and stops, noting the distances marched and describing the country over which the regimental marches were made.

He was an important witness at the Reno Court of Inquiry, for that reason and because he was also involved in the valley and hilltop fights, Wallace’s official report of the marches is reproduced in another appendix, but his testimony expands upon that report significantly and in much more detail. Some of this testimony is crucial to an understanding of how fast the march down Ash Creek was made, where and when Reno crossed over to Custer’s side of that creek, what orders Reno actually received and what his response was to such orders – among other things.

Some of what Wallace had to say must be taken with the proverbial grain of salt and I have commented where I believe he was dissembling or fabricating. Otherwise the questions and answers are exactly as given and the only editing I have done is to correct misspellings and to add punctuation where it might be helpful.

Wallace was first called as a witness on Wednesday January 15, 1879. After being duly sworn and identifying himself, the following ensued:

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) State what duty you were on, on the 25th and 26th days of June, 1876, where and with what command you were serving.

A) I was acting Engineer Officer with General Custer’s column. On the 25th of June, I was keeping the itinerary of the trip.

Q) Of what troops or companies did the command of General Custer consist at that time, the 25th of June 1876?

A) Of twelve companies of the 7th Cavalry – of the entire regiment.

Q) Was Major M. A. Reno in that command? If so, in what capacity?

A) He was there, the second-in-command.

Q) Against what enemy was General Custer’s command operating?

A) The hostile Indians under Sitting Bull.

Q) When the twelve companies of the 7th Cavalry were together in one body on the 25th day of June 1876, what were the indications, if any, of the proximity of hostile Indians?

A) All signs, and the reports of our Indian scouts, indicated that they were within 20 or 25 miles of us.

Q) Please state to the Court what disposition or separation, if any, General Custer made of his command preparatory to his proposed advance on the hostile Indian village. At what time of day was it done, and, in the light of subsequent knowledge, how far was it from the Indian village that General Custer separated his command on that day?

A) About a quarter after 12 o’clock, the command was halted, three companies were given to Major Reno; three companies were given to Captain Benteen; and one company to Captain McDougall, who was placed in charge of the pack train. General Custer took the other five companies with him [McDougall was actually in command of the rear guard. Lieutenant Mathey was in charge of the pack train. The five companies with Custer were divided into two battalions – see Chapter 2].

Q) State, if you know, what was the plan of attack? Who, as subordinate commanders, were charged with its execution? And especially what orders or instructions were given to Major Reno by General Custer at the time of the disposition or separation of the command was first made for the advance or attack on the hostile Indian village.

A) At the time of the division, I don’t know what orders were given. Captain Benteen, with his battalion, moved to the left; General Custer moved down the right bank of a little stream with his command; and Major Reno down the left bank.

Q) What was the effective force of each of these different columns? If you know, state as near you can.

A) I can’t give it accurately. Major Reno was about 110 or 115 men, including Indian scouts [the scouts were not with Reno at this point]. Captain Benteen’s was something larger, as I think the companies he had were larger. General Custer’s force was something like 225.

Q) Describe as fully as you can the movements of these different columns with reference to the Little Big Horn River, with reference to each other, whether parallel or otherwise, whether moving in the direction the hostile village was supposed to be, whether in supporting distance of each other, or any circumstances bearing on this matter which occurred prior, to your knowledge or that of the command you were with, as to the exact location of the Indian village.

A) After Captain Benteen started to the left, General Custer and Major Reno moved down this little stream, one on the right and the other on the left bank. They were moving from 100 to 300 yards apart, owing to the nature of the ground. After going ten or twelve miles, Major Reno was called across to the same side of the stream on which General Custer was moving. The two battalions then moved along parallel to each other for some distance further. We passed a tepee which had some dead bodies in, and soon after passing that, the adjutant came to Major Reno and said that the Indians were about two miles and a half ahead, and Major Reno was ordered forward as fast as he could go, and to charge them, and the others would support him [see the discussion of this scene in Chapter 2].

Q) What command were you with at that time?

A) I was riding near Major Reno and with his battalion [Wallace was actually with Custer, where he should have been – see Chapter 2, especially Varnum’s observation].

Q) What little steam do you speak of?

A) It is a tributary of the Little Big Horn, and runs into it a mile or two above where the village was located [Ash Creek].

Q) When did this column come within sight of the hostile village, and where?

A) The first I saw of the village was after we were dismounted and were forming the skirmish line. Others may have seen it before, but I did not. There was some timber between us and the village [the village was not visible from Ash Creek].

Q) Were the orders you speak of as having been received by Major Reno, to charge the Indians, the last orders he received from General Custer?

A) That was the last I heard.

Q) When that order was received, was it promulgated to the command - if so, in what way?

A) I think it was promulgated through Major Reno’s adjutant [Hodgson]. I don’t know that - I think so.

Q) Where was General Custer’s command at that time?

A) The two columns were moving parallel. Major Reno was riding nearly opposite General Custer, with some little space between them – some 20 to 25 yards.

Q) State, if you know, the position of Captain Benteen’s command with reference to that of Major Reno at that time.

A) I don’t know where it was. When he went to the left, it was over broken ground, and I lost sight of him.

Q) State whether at that time, when Major Reno received the command to charge the Indians, it was expected or believed that any command would in any way support him, or cooperate with him in his movement, and state all the facts within your knowledge bearing on that matter.

A) The order was about this: “The Indians are about two miles and a half ahead, on the jump, follow them as fast as you can and charge them wherever you find them, and we will support you.” I think those were the words.

Q) Are you positive of the words?

A) The term “we” I am not positive of.

Q) State, if you know, when Major Reno’s command first saw the village.

A) I don’t know that they saw it before I did, for I called attention of the picket line to it at the time.

Q) From the view you had of the hostile village, as you have testified to, state what was your opinion at that time as to its size in length and width and the number of lodges it contained, and its effective fighting force. And state to what extent this estimate was confirmed by subsequent events brought to your knowledge.

A) The length and width of it I could not tell, because the timber concealed it. I know there were lots of them there. The exact size at that time I could form no estimate of, but I saw plenty of Indians.

Q) Was there anything [which] occurred after that upon which you can base an opinion as to the number of lodges in the village – either by going over the field or the place where the village had been?

A) The village, as passed over afterwards, was over three miles long, and varying in width from a few hundred yards to half a mile, where the tepees had stood.

Q) At the time Major Reno received the order to charge the Indians, state as near as you can, the number of effective men under his command, and what was their condition in regard to efficiency, whether fresh, vigorous, confident of success, or otherwise.

A) There were twenty-two Indian scouts, and three companies of cavalry averaging from 35 to 40 men [see Appendix 5.17]. They had been marching for 3 or 4 days, making long marches [see Appendix 4.14]. They had been up all the night before [this is untrue], and moved on that morning with little or no breakfast. The men were tired and the horses were worn out [compare this with other, contradictory, accounts].

Q) You have testified that Major Reno received, on the 25th of June, an order to charge the Indians. Please begin at that point, and describe fully, clearly, and in detail, the movements of Major Reno’s command, the orders given by him, or executed under his direction, and every circumstance in regard to his conduct as commander of the troops under him. In this connection, describe the character of the ground passed over by his command, what stream or streams, if any, were crossed, what attack, if any, was made by his command, giving a full description of that attack, including the length of its duration, and in short everything relating to Major Reno’s conduct, or that of his command, up to and including the 26th day of June 1876, that was brought to your knowledge.

A) At the time the order was given, we were moving along the right bank of a tributary which flows into the Little Big Horn. We moved at a gallop. After going some distance, the trail led to the left, and we re-crossed the little stream [Ash Creek]. After going a few hundred yards farther, we came to a ford on the Little Big Horn that had been used by the Indians, that was about belly deep to the horses, but a good crossing. After passing the ford, and going through some timber, the command was halted and re-formed, as they had scattered a little in crossing the stream. Companies A and M were formed in line, and my company [G] was formed in line in the rear as a reserve, and the command moved forward, first at a trot and then in a gallop. The Indians, when the order was given, were apparently running from us. There was a big dust, but as we moved on the dust cleared away, and the Indians were seen coming back.

After moving some distance, the third company was brought to the left of the line, and the command moved in that way until near the timber. There the command was halted, the men dismounted and prepared to fight on foot, the horses going in the timber, and the three companies then deployed as skirmishers, with the right in the timber, and the left extending toward the bluff [to the west]. The skirmish line only took up a few hundred yards [in length].

The Indians, instead of pressing our front, passed around to our left, and opened a flank fire. When we went on the skirmish line, I for the first time saw the village, and the Indians were thick in front and were passing out left and rear. After being in line some time, it was reported that the Indians were coming on the opposite side of the creek and trying to get our horses [it was, in fact, Wallace who helped in reporting this, which was erroneous]. Company G was then taken off the line and taken into the timber. What disposition was made in there, I only know from hearsay. I remained on the picket line until the ammunition was getting exhausted [this is dubious, at best], and the Indians were coming in our rear and on our left, and in front, and the skirmish line had to fall back into the timber. After being there some time, the Indians commenced firing within fifty yards of us across the stream, and in or rear in the timber. There was no protection offered on that side, and on the other side there was a bank.

After waiting there some time, word was passed down that we would have to charge them. We were being surrounded, no assistance had come, and we would have to get on higher ground where we could not be surrounded, and where we could defend ourselves better than we could there.

The companies were mounted and commenced getting out. I belonged to Company G, had joined it there, and had been with it during a portion of the fight. I could not find the commanding officer, Lieutenant McIntosh, and I mounted what men I could find, and started out. When I got out, I saw the troops moving off, apparently in column-of-fours, at a gallop. I followed along with what men I could mount of G Company [several were left in the timber].

The command move, not back on the track we came in on, but crossed the stream lower down, and were making towards the bluff. The Indians were in the bottom, and we were riding through them; and as we would ride along, they would either fire or ride along by the men and fire at them. At the creek, they halted and fired at the men as they passed. They came over with the rear of the column, and 1 or 2 men were killed there [including Lieutenant Hodgson].

I know they came over, for there was a corporal of my company followed one over and shot him, and as he came up he showed me his scalp.

After getting on top of the hill, the command was halted and preparations made to give them a standoff [the situation was not quite so neat – see Chapters 5 & 6]. Soon after that, it was reported that Captain Benteen was coming up, and we were joined by him. What passed between him and Major Reno, I don’t know. We were out of ammunition [untrue], one company had several wounded [see Appendix 5.17], and I could find but seven men of my company [see also Appendix 3.4].

We waited there, I don’t know how long, for the pack train to come up, the dust from which we could see. After it did come up, ammunition was distributed [two ammunition-carrying mules preceded the arrival of the bulk of the train], and we attempted to move on; but Captain Moylan could not move his wounded. It took six men to carry one, and the Indians were coming up thicker, and we were compelled to fall back, and took the position we occupied on the 25th and 26th. The troops were assigned positions, and the horses [and mules] were placed under as good cover as we could get.

During the night of the 25th, the men worked all night [digging in and throwing up “fortifications”]. There were but three spades in the command, and with them and tin cups and other things, they scratched up some little rifle pits.

On the morning of the 26th, the Indians opened up on us by daylight, and the fire was kept up all the morning. After twelve o’clock, the fire was not so heavy except from prominent points, where they located sharpshooters. Some time near sunset, we saw the Indian village moving off.

Q) How long after Major Reno received the order to charge the Indians [was it] before he effected a crossing on the Little Big Horn River?

A) Moving at a gallop, I think we made the mile and a half or two miles in about 15 minutes [this would indicate a trot, not a gallop. Note also that Wallace’s version of the order said the Indians were about two and a half miles ahead, and so it is obvious that the Indians after whom Reno was sent were across the river, not running down Ash Creek]. We were moving at an ordinary gallop.

Q) State whether any Indians opposed Major Reno’s crossing.

A) No, they did not. That was two miles from where the fight commenced.

Q) How far was the crossing from the nearest part of the Indian village?

A) It was over two miles.

Q) Describe the character of the ground from there to the Indian village, as you observed it at the time, or afterwards.

A) It was a broad bottom. After crossing the stream, there was a belt of timber. After that, it was a broad, level prairie that had been covered with grass; but it was all eaten off by the ponies, and the ground cut up by their hoofs. It was similar to an ash-bed, a mile or two wide to the foothills, and beyond that came the bluff.

Q) Describe with particularity the manner of advance of Major Reno’s command, from the point of crossing toward the hostile village, its successive formations, if any, and whether scouts or skirmishers were thrown forward.

A) After crossing, the command was halted for a minute or two until they could close up and form in line – two companies in the first and one company in the second line, with the Indian scouts under Lieutenants Varnum and Hare ahead. There were 22 scouts [see Appendix 5.17]. They [the troops] moved forward in line, first on a trot and then on a gallop. The third company was brought up on the left of the line [the formation then being G-A-M, from left to right], and they moved on in that way until they were dismounted [the gait was likely not a gallop until after G Company was brought onto the line. It would have been extremely difficult to conduct that maneuver at a gallop].

Q) Describe the course of the steam from the point of crossing to the village, with reference to the line of advance [of] Major Reno’s command.

A) The steam was on our right, and is very crooked. The general direction is to the northeast [it depends where on the river one is standing – the general course is actually northwest]. The stream was turning on itself all the time. Our course was sometimes on the bank, and sometimes away from it, as the stream would wind away from our course.

Q) How far was it from the point where Major Reno’s command crossed the stream to where he engaged the Indians? And state what impediments there were, if any, to a rapid advance over the ground.

A) It was a good mile and three-quarters before the first shot was fired, and two miles to the timber where he dismounted [i.e. a quarter mile farther]. The ground over which he passed was level, and there were no obstacles in the way till the Indians came there.

Q) When was the first shot fired?

A) A mile and a half or three-quarters from the crossing.

Q) Had you seen any Indians up to that time?

A) Yes, sir. I had seen lots of them.

Q) How near to the village was it that Major Reno’s command engaged the Indians, and how far from the stream was it when the command halted and dismounted as you have stated?

A) They halted probably 150 yards from the stream; but after halting, and going on the skirmish line, they advanced to where the creek made a quick bend, and the right wing was resting on top of the cut bank with the creek below. The village was across the bend, 75 or 100 yards to the first tepee, but on the same side of the steam we were.

Q) From the place he first halted the command near the timber, how far was the advance you speak of made?

A) After dismounting from the horses, the skirmish line advanced probably 100 yards. The horses were all in the timber, and the line advanced, with the right resting on the timber, and the left out towards the bluff [this might indicate a pivot-like movement].

Q) The distance of the advance was what?

A) Something like one hundred yards.

Q) State, if you know, at what hour of the day the engagement began.

A) I don’t know accurately, though it was some time after half past 2 o’clock, from half past 2 to 3 o’clock.

Q) How do you fix that time?

A) I remember looking at my watch when General Custer brought Major Reno’s battalion on the same side of the little stream with him. As we crossed that little stream, I took out my watch and looked at it. That was before we had the order to move forward and charge, and it was then two o’clock, and estimating the distance we passed over, I would say it was after half past two when the fight commenced.

Q) Describe the character of the ground from Major Reno’s right, [from] where he first engaged the Indians to the stream.

A) The timber in which we concealed the horses was in the old bed of the stream, rather in a crescent shape. Beyond that was an open space not as high as it was on our side of the timber. About 50 yards farther on was the stream, winding along this low bottom.

Q) State whether or not Major Reno ordered his command to charge the enemy when it was within engaging distance, or did he at any time, then and there, give such an order, and, if so, was it obeyed?

A) The command “charge” was not given. We were moving at a gallop till we halted.

Q) Had the command engaged any Indians before it halted?

A) We had been fired upon, and were being fired upon, when we halted, but had not returned the fire.

Q) State whether any charge was made, or order given.

A) Other than that, there was not.

Q) Describe the ground immediately in front of Major Reno’s command where he first engaged the Indians.

A) In front of the right wing was a loop or bend of the Little Big Horn. To the left was an open prairie. In front of that, some few hundred yards, we could see a ravine, but the nature or size of it we could not tell at that time; but coming out of that ravine, we could see plenty of Indians.

Q) State, as near as you can, what number of Indians first engaged Major Reno’s command at that place, and state whether during the progress of the engagement at that place there was any increase or decrease in the number of Indians engaged, and state what movements, if any, were made by the Indians with reference to Major Reno’s command, at that place.

A) When we halted and went on the skirmish line, there were some two or three hundred Indians there, and they increased from time to time till we got out of the bottom.

Q) What movements, if any, did the Indians make?

A) They were fighting in regular Indian style, riding up and down, some few on foot, and some few on the hills to the left – passing around, and coming in on our rear, filling the whole space in our rear, a mile or two, with scattered Indians riding about. Not a solid mass, but riding around, yelling and hooting, and those within range were shooting. Not many of them were standing still, but they seemed to be riding around, and whenever they got an opportunity, they would shoot.

Q) State, if you can from what you saw, when the hostile village first became aware of the approach of Major Reno’s command, and state, if you can, at what point Major Reno’s command was discovered by the Indians, and give the facts upon which this opinion is based.

A) My opinion is they knew, from the time we left the mouth of the Rosebud, on the 22nd of June, what we were doing, and exactly which way we were moving. Our scouts saw their scouts that morning [25 June] watching us, and saw them riding back to the village. They knew of our approach, and were ready to receive us [Wallace is mistaken in this opinion – see various Indian accounts]. After we crossed the stream, and moved towards the village, their running was only a sham. They ran in, and as we moved up, they came back to meet us.

Q) Answer the question as to when, in your opinion, they first discovered Major Reno’s command – when you came down the hill before crossing the river, or after you crossed the river?

A) They probably didn’t notice that till after we crossed the creek; but they were fully aware the command was coming. They could see the dust for miles [only from the high ground on the eastern side – otherwise dust down Ash Creek would not have been visible].

Q) What portion of Major Reno’s command was engaged with the Indians at the place he first met them, as you have described?

A) Companies A, G and M, 7th Cavalry.

Q) How many men were engaged in fighting?

A) After counting the Indian scouts, there were just three-quarters of the balance. One-fourth were horse holders.

Q) Where was Major Reno, and what was he doing, and what orders did he give, during the progress of that engagement in that place?

A) After dismounting and putting the men on the skirmish line, I saw Major Reno go back with Lieutenant McIntosh, when he went back with G Company to guard the horses, and I did not see him again till the line was driven back into the timber. I could not see him then for the brush, but I heard his order given when we were getting ready to charge [out of the timber]. Exactly what the orders were, I don’t know, but I heard his voice and knew it was Major Reno.

Q) How long did the engagement last at that place, from its commencement till the command left there?

A) I can only form an estimate of it.

Q) Give your opinion, and the facts upon which you base it, as near as you can.

A) I would say it was something like three-quarters of an hour. The facts are the time occupied in mounting and dismounting and forming the skirmish line; the using up of the ammunition the men expended; and everything of that kind.

Q) State whether the ammunition used up, that you refer to, was the ammunition the men had about their persons, or all the ammunition in Major Reno’s command.

A) I refer to all they had on their persons, and what they had drawn from their saddlebags.

Q) State if any remained in the saddlebags of any of the men in question.

A) As I did not inspect, I don’t know. I guess there was some left.

Q) Up to the time Major Reno’s command left that place to go back to the position on the hill [the retreat movement was not aimed at a specific point], state, if you know, how many of his command had been killed or disabled.

A) I saw two, and heard of one other. One of them, I thought was killed, or rather he appeared to be dying, and the other was shot through the bowels [there were few casualties before the run out of the timber].

Q) Describe to the Court, if you know, what were the direct causes that led to Major Reno’s command quitting that position.

A) The direct causes, I think, were we were surrounded, and in a bad position to defend ourselves, and we were going to get on higher ground.

Q) You say, about the time you left there, something was said, or an order was passed down, about a charge going to be made?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State what charge was made, if any, and in what direction.

A) In getting out of there, we had to go through the Indians. There was but one way to go, and that was to charge through.

Q) State, if you know, how near the command came to any Indians in coming out, and in what numbers, or whether they remained at a distance and shot into the command, or met the advance as they started to come out.

A) As I rode out of the woods coming back, the Indians were scattered all over the country. They appeared to me as thick as trees in an apple orchard or thicket. The men were moving in column-of-fours, and as they would come up to the Indians, the Indians would give way and let the pass through, and then fire on them. After the men passed through, if they saw that a man was not using his pistol, they would ride close to him and fire. I know I found one within 10 feet of me. They would ride along with the men, and shoot at them.

Q) Describe the character of the charge, as you term it, when you left the timber. Describe the formation and shape the command was in, and all the circumstances connected with the going back, from that point in the timber to the [retreat] crossing.

A) I did not see the first formation. First, I tried to find Lieutenant McIntosh, but I could not, and I took command of the company myself, and started out. When I got out what I had of my company, I saw the other two companies moving at a gallop. It looked like they were moving in column-of-fours in a gallop. Some of the men passed my company and joined the other companies.

Q) Were there any number of Indians directly between you and the two companies moving out?

A) No, sir; but there were plenty on my right.

Q) I wish you to state, in your opinion, from your knowledge of the facts you have testified to, whether or not that command, in moving out with the Indians as thick as you have described it, was in danger of being overwhelmed.

A) I had no such idea at the time. If they had closed in, there were plenty of them to have made short work of us. I had no fear of it then.

Q) State if there was any order given at that place to go back, or to get out of there; and, if so, state in what terms it was given, and how it was communicated to the command.

A) The word was passed down that we were going to charge them - where or how, I did not know.

Q) In what direction was that charge, in reference to the Indian village – towards it, or from it?

A) From it.

Q) State, if you know, whether any point was designated for the command to retreat to. If so, what point, when, and by whom designated, and whether or not the troops retreated to that point.

A) I don’t know [there was no point designated, and, in fact, the command was lucky to hit a usable ford].

Q) State, as near as you can, how far was the point on the hill to which Major Reno’s command went on that day, from the place where his command first engaged the Indians, according to the route of the retreat passed over by the command.

A) I never measured it. I guess it was ½ or ¾ of a mile. That is merely an estimate.

Q) State, if you know, how long it took the troops under Major Reno’s command to reach that point, after coming out of the timber.

A) I don’t know that.

Q) State your judgment or opinion from any circumstances or facts.

A) Estimating that distance, it could not have been over fifteen minutes.

Q) Where was Major Reno during that retreat? What was he doing, and what orders, if any, did he give during its progress?

A) I did not see him, and don’t know. I did not see him till after we crossed the creek and halted to form on the hill.

Q) State any circumstances within your knowledge connected with that retreat which may tend to show its true character, and throw light on the conduct of Major Reno.

A) I think I have answered about all I know about it.

Q) How far was it from the point whence the retreat began to the point where Major Reno’s command crossed the river in the retreat?

A) Over half a mile.

Q) What was the character of the ground passed over?

A) Till we reached the creek it was level, except one washout or kind of flat ravine.

Q) Describe the stream, where Major Reno’s command crossed it in his retreat, as to the height of the banks, the depth of the water, and the practicability of crossing.

A) The stream at that point was about twenty-five feet wide, and about belly deep to a horse. The bank on the side on which we approached it was 4 or 5 feet high. On the other side the bank was higher, probably 8 feet. There was a narrow place to get up on the opposite side, and the men coming in, as they did, on one side, they did not get out as fast as they got in [the “narrow place” was a cut made by buffalo crossing over].

Q) How long did it take the command to get over, from the time the head of the command crossed till the rear of the command got over?

A) It must have been from three to five minutes.

Q) Describe the point to which Major Reno’s command retreated – how far from the stream, how far from the hostile village, and what was its adaptability as a defensible position? Describe the topography of the country around it.

A) It was nearly a quarter of a mile from the stream, and was approached over a very broken country - what is known there as the badlands. These badlands extended along that part of the bank. They were high, probably 100 feet above the water. On the top, it was rather rolling. About 100 yards beyond was a ravine sloping off some distance, with a hill beyond it. On our right there were two or three points a little higher than we had. On the other side, there was none.

Q) State whether there was any point on the left bank of the stream, the same side on which Major Reno’s command first engaged the Indians, which in your opinion, as a military man, could have been occupied by Major Reno’s command for defense or attack. If so, describe such point or place with reference to the position occupied by Major Reno’s command when he first engaged the Indians, before the retreat began, and state fully the facts upon which your opinion is based, showing either the practicability or impracticability of Major Reno getting to or occupying such point or place for defense against the Indians, or from whence to attack them.

A) There was no place I would have taken on the left bank, for there was a wide bottom, and after crossing that, there is a bench, and the country slopes back gradually for twenty miles to the Big Horn Mountains. It was a sloping country where, if he had taken ant position, the Indians could have taken a position above on the slope. On the other side, the hills were high and broken, indicating it to be a better position to get where you could defend yourself.

Q) Describe the character of the timbered ground in the vicinity of Major Reno’s command, with reference to the position of that command when it first engaged the Indians, and with reference to the stream on the right, and state whether or not that timber could have been occupied by Major Reno’s command for the purpose of defense or attack, and whether or not it would have subserved such purpose, giving, in full, the facts in support of your opinion.

A) That timber grew on what was once the bed of the Little Big Horn River, and the timber was young. There were no trees as large as a man’s body, and it was filled with a thick undergrowth. The body of timber was crescent-shaped, on a bank 4 or 5 feet high. On the other side, it was level from the bank to what was then the bed of the stream. That piece of woods was not over 25 yards wide, and in there was nothing to afford protection. As a party of Indians on the side on which the creek was could fire directly in [to] it, though the bank would afford a little protection. I don’t think it would have subserved the purpose, and I don’t think we could have remained there and defended ourselves.

Q) State whether there was a plateau or bottom came to the edge of the timber.

A) The bottom on which we approached came to the edge, then dropped off 4 or 5 feet down to where the timber was growing.

Q) State what examination you made of that timber.

A) I passed through it once or twice, was all.

Q) How do you mean “through it?”

A) Across it, and diagonally across it – not through the length of it.

Q) At how many points did you pass through it?

A) At two different points.

Q) Describe that stretch of timber, with reference to the location of the village.

A) One end of that crescent-shaped piece of timber ran up to within probably 100 yards of the village. The other extended from it rather in the shape of a quadrant.

Q) State, in your opinion as a military officer, when Major Reno’s command had retreated from the village, having the stream between his command and the village, whether his command, from the position thus taken, was in a situation to threaten the village, or make any diversion against the hostile Indians in support of any other attacking column, and state fully the grounds for such opinion.

A) No, sir. It was selected more with reference to self-defense, I think [in fact, it was hardly selected at all – they just ended up there].

Q) State when you last saw General Custer or his column.

A) Soon after the order was given to move forward. He was moving to our right as we moved off at a gallop. He was moving at a slow trot. I did not see him again. I suppose he was following.

Q) Bearing in mind the location of the hostile village, and the course General Custer’s column was taking when you last saw it, and connecting these facts with the time that had elapsed when Major Reno first engaged the Indians, state your own, or the general, belief as to the point General Custer’s column had reached, with reference to the hostile village, by the time Major Reno first engaged the hostile Indians.

A) He must have been to our right and rear.

Q) State whether or not you examined at any time the course or route General Custer had taken when he was in the immediate vicinity of the hostile village, and state how near his trail came to the point to which Major Reno retreated on the right bank of the stream, and describe General Custer’s route, with reference to that point, the hostile village, and the stream intervening, and state what developments, if any, came under your observation as to the fate of General Custer and his command.

A) I don’t know exactly where his trail passed, but suppose it passed near where we took our stand. On the 28th of June, when we moved out to bury the dead, I was told we followed the trail General Custer took to the village, but have since been told by others that we did not. We moved down to a point on the Little Big Horn, some two miles and a half, probably, below where we had made our stand, then moved back up on a hill on the bank of a large ravine. After going about 2 or 300 yards, we found the first man that was killed. Then on some distance further, we found others. From that [point] on, they were scattered all over the country for perhaps a square mile.

Q) Please describe the character of the steam, from Major Reno’s crossing on the retreat to the hill, down to near the point where you found the first dead man. Describe it with reference to the banks on either side, with reference to timber and grass.

A) Where Major Reno crossed, there was a bluff, the stream twisting and turning. Then going down in a direct line about a quarter of a mile, it came into a bluff again. There the bluff was steep. It then followed the bluff down to where we supposed General Custer had tried to cross. There was a ravine came in; the hills were low, and there was a passage; but the banks on the opposite side appeared to be miry [this is Medicine Tail Coulee/Ford].

Q) Describe the passage of the stream there, as to whether it had the appearance of being a ford.

A) It had all the appearances of a ford on our side, on the side we approached it. There were pony tracks by the hundred, when they came into the stream; but I saw no place on the other [village] side where they went out. The stream was not over two feet deep, and the bottom was apparently sandy or gravelly. On the other side, there was grass growing along the stream, and it had the appearance of being soft, with some few tracks on the other side. Whether it was a ford or not, I don’t know. It had not been used a great deal, but there had been some horses across it.

Q) In speaking of the bluff, which bank do you refer to?

A) To the right bank.

Q) Are there bluffs on the other side, or cut banks on that side?

A) In several places there were. Where our skirmish line rested, there was a bank probably eight feet high, where the stream made a loop, running in and out again.. At other places, the stream was not fordable. At some places, the banks were miry and steep, but not cut. Then again, there would be places where you could ride into the water, where the stream would have a rocky bottom. Then it would be deep. The stream itself was very crooked.

Q) Where were the first evidences, on what you state appeared to be General Custer’s route or trail, showing that his command had been engaged with Indians, or had been attacked by Indians? Describe these evidences fully.

At this point, Major Reno’s counsel objected to the line of questioning, on the basis that the Court was convened to inquire into the conduct of Major Reno, and that he had operated only in a “limited section of country”, and that “Major Reno believes that he can present his case without reference to the action of any other section of that command.” If the Court decided that it wished to inquire into the entire campaign, then “we are desirous the inquiry shall be full and ample.”

The Recorder responded that he had asked questions to elicit “all the facts bearing on the conduct of Major Reno,” and that it was “plain that the fate of General Custer is connected with Major Reno’s command in some way.”

The Court was cleared and closed, and then re-opened after “mature deliberation.” The decision of the Court, read aloud by the Recorder, was that: “the inquiry shall be general in regard to the facts that transpired on the 25th and 26th days of June 1876, in regard to the entire command consisting of the 7th U.S. Cavalry.”

A) I told you about our following his supposed trail down to the Little Big Horn. There, or near there, there was a gray horse, then back almost on a line perpendicular to the creek, two or three hundred yards, was a dead man, on the top of a hill, his body filled with arrows. Then to the left, or rather down the creek from that point, there were found some of the men. Further on, they became thicker, till we crossed over two ravines, then we found more men and horses, till we came apparently to where the last stand had been made – there were the killed in a kind of circle, the bodies lying around thick.

Q) State the character of the evidences in regard to that matter, as to whether it was [had] the appearance of a running fight or of a command retreating and fighting at intervals.

A) I think it gave evidence of both retreating and fighting at intervals and a running fight. They were evidently retreating all the time.

Q) How far was that point where you say the first evidence of an engagement that you refer to, from Major Reno’s position on the hill?

A) It must have been in the neighborhood of three miles.

Q) How do you estimate the distance, by the route or on a straight line?

A) By the route we followed.

Q) Then state about how far it was in a straight line.

A) About two miles and a half.

Q) Describe the character of the ground between these two points - the topography of the country, whether elevated or otherwise.

A) It was broken. Some high points sloping into ravines and then rising into another hill then another ravine. The country was rough and broken.

Q) What was the approximate elevation of those points in reference to the elevation of the position occupied by Major Reno’s command?

A) They were about as high [as the place] where we first found evidences. The first horse was down in a sort of ravine and on a small hill. A little back of that the first man was found.

Q) Between the place where you saw the first evidences, and Major Reno’s position, how was the elevation as compared with Major Reno’s position?

A) They were higher, several points were higher.

Q) From the place where you state it appeared that General Custer must have gone down to the river, how far was it to where the last of the dead bodies were found?

A) Somewhere in the neighborhood of a mile. I did not go over it in a straight line so I have not a very good idea of the distance.

Q) Describe the topography of the ground on the line of what appeared to be General Custer’s retreat, taking it from the place where you saw the first evidences of fighting and following it all the way through, refreshing your memory from any memorandum or data you have.

A) I have no map of the field, and there is nothing I could use except the map of Lieutenant Maguire. Where we found the first horse was a ravine making a little valley running into the river. On a knoll was the first man and then another ravine running into the first ravine; then on a ridge and over to a second ridge. It was on this second ridge the last stand was made. There was one ravine running in a southeastern direction, the side of it forming a ridge in one direction, then striking another in front of the position. There was a second ravine running into the river; back of that another ravine running in another direction, making General Custer’s last stand on a T-shaped ridge. It was not the highest point, there was a higher point between it and the river and back of that about 200 yards was a still higher ridge.

Q) What horse was it you found?

A) It was a government gray horse.

Q) Belonging to what regiment?

A) The 7th Cavalry; but whether a trumpeter’s horse or belonging to the Gray [Horse] Company [E], I don’t know.

Q) State whether or not a column of the size of General Custer’s command, at that point you have described where the evidences of fighting occurred, could have been seen, or the sound of firing heard, at the point occupied by Major Reno’s command on the hill and state the facts in support of your opinion in that matter.

A) The command could not be seen owing to the intervening points. Whether the firing could be heard, I don’t know. I did not hear any, though others will testify they did. I heard scattering shots in the bottom on the left, no heavy firing. It was down apparently in the village. Whether the Indians were firing for their own amusement or not, I don’t know. It did not sound like fighting.

Q) Considering the time that had elapsed from the final separation of General Custer’s command preparatory to the attack, up to the time Major Reno had taken possession of the hill, and taking that time and all the circumstances into consideration, state from your own view of the field of battle, either at that time or subsequently, where General Custer’s column must have been when Major Reno first occupied that hill. In answer to the question state fully the facts upon which your opinion as a military man is based.

A) By the time we got back to the top of the hill, he must have been engaged somewhere beyond the point where we found the first dead man or in that vicinity. He must have been fighting at the time. That is my own private opinion. I can’t give any facts in support of it.

Q) State to the Court whether any reinforcement reached Major Reno after his engagement with the Indians - when, where, and how many, and under what commanding officer or immediate commander.

A) Soon after taking position on the hill, Captain Benteen with three companies came up.

Q) Any others?

A) After some time Captain McDougall, with B Company and the pack train came up.

Q) What was the effective force of these reinforcements?

A) I don’t know exactly; but Captain Benteen must have had about 120 men. Captain McDougall’s company probably numbered probably [between] 45 and 50, and with the pack train were 10 men from each of the 11 other companies [not quite that many – see Appendix 5.17].

Q) Captain McDougall’s company including the pack train numbered how many?

A) Probably 140 or 145 men, I don’t know positively. It is simply an estimate.

Q) State if you saw them come in.

A) I did, but did not count them.

Q) After such troops united with Major Reno’s command, who commanded the whole?

A) Major Reno.

Q) How long was [it] after Major Reno’s command had taken position on the hill till Captain Benteen arrived, and how long till Captain McDougall arrived?

A) I don’t think it was more than 10 minutes till Captain Benteen came up. It was well on to an hour before the pack train came in.

Q) From the time Major Reno took position on the hill, describe the character of the engagement, if any, which there ensued as to number of Indians and severity of fighting on that day, the 25th day of June 1876.

A) When we first occupied the position, the Indians commenced firing on us. They were coming back from what proved to be General Custer’s battlefield. They came up and occupied several of the high points that were down the river from us. Others passed around and took position on our right, rather up the stream, on a little knoll. In front of our position was a long ridge and they occupied that and poured in a heavy fire till dark came on. It was almost a continuous roar of firing. Sometimes there would be a little lull and then they would commence with a volley. [Wallace is speaking here of what happened after the retreat from Weir Point, not after Reno’s first arrival on the hilltop].

Q) Was there any decrease in the number of Indians that engaged Major Reno’s command on the hill that day? If so, state approximately what decrease, at what time, and how long after Major Reno had taken his position on the hill.

A) Soon after Captain Benteen came up, while waiting for the pack train, most of the Indians left the bottom we came from, some of them occupying the points between us and where General Custer’s fight took place, the remainder went back into the village. There was a high hill which concealed the upper part of the village from us. After going into the village they crossed over and engaged in the fight with General Custer but we could not see them crossing, on account of the high ground. We could only see the upper end of the village from our position.

Q) State approximately how many Indians continued to engage Major Reno’s command after the withdrawal of a portion of them as you have testified.

A) While we were waiting for the pack train no material engagement was going on, we were waiting for the train to come with the ammunition, and there were only a few scattering shots fired, no heavy firing.

Q) State whether or not, if you know, Captain Benteen’s command had been engaged with Indians up to that time.

A) I don’t know that it had. I know there were no casualties in his command at the time he joined us.

Q) Where was Major Reno, and what was he doing, and what orders did he give, if any, from the time his command took position on the hill, up to the close of that day, the 25th day of June 1876?

A) I saw Major Reno several times. I saw him go to the ford where we crossed, to see Lieutenant Hodgson’s body, or do something with it. I saw him come back. I saw him when we attempted to move on, after getting in a supply of ammunition. What orders he gave I don’t know. I did not hear any.

Q) After Major Reno’s command had taken its position on the hill, state whether there was any solicitude or uneasiness on the part of that command, or any portion of, it as to General Custer’s column and, if so, state the nature of such solicitude or uneasiness.

A) There was no uneasiness whatever. I heard a great deal of swearing about General Custer running off and leaving us.

Q) Was any advance, reconnaissance, or sortie made by the troops under Major Reno’s command on that day, the 25th day of June 1876? If so, in what direction, and for what purpose?

A) I saw Captain Weir’s company move out in the direction which proved to be towards General Custer’s battlefield, and after the ammunition was distributed, the entire command was moved in that direction.

Q) Do you know why that movement was made?

A) We were going to find out where General Custer had gone to. I went to a point where I could see where General Custer’s battle took place. Indians were all over the country but no firing was going on. There was no particular disturbance, all was quiet. Captain Moylan was unable to keep up with his wounded, and the Indians were coming back with a heavy force, and as he could not keep up with us we had to go back to him.

Q) How soon after Major Reno took position on the hill was Captain Weir sent forward?

A) I don’t know how long after. It was before the pack train came in [Weir was not sent forward. He went without orders – see Chapter 6].

Q) Can you state approximately?

A) No, sir.

Q) State whether or not Captain Weir’s command returned, and when.

A) I am not sure but I think we met his company as the other part of the command moved out. I don’t know whether he had got back before we moved out or not. I think he was very near where we started from when we moved out towards him [this is not true].

Q) What time in the day was it when the command returned to its original position, as near as you can state it?

A) It was somewhere about between 5 and 6 o’clock.

Q) State as near as you can, what had been the casualties among the troops under the command of Major Reno at the close of the 25th day of June 1876, and what effective force had he when night came on.

A) I can only give you those of the three companies in the bottom. I know there was one man of Captain Weir’s company wounded and left by him in his advance. Two men of K Company were killed. The first sergeant was killed within a few yards of me. Of Captain Benteen’s company, several were wounded and one or two killed. Of the companies in the bottom one lost 5, one lost 12, and the other 13 killed [see Appendix 5.17 for complete casualty figures at various stages of the fights].

Q) Up to the close of that day, those were the casualties as you remember them?

A) Yes, sir, that is as near as I remember them of the three companies in the bottom. Then the other companies lost some.

Q) Now you have stated, I believe, that you knew of two at the place where Major Reno first engaged the Indians and heard of one other. Now state, if you know, what were the casualties in Major Reno’s command in going from that place to the position on the hill.

A) I have the total killed in the bottom. Those I saw can be deducted. Company A lost 8 killed and 5 wounded; Company G, 11 killed; Company M, 8 killed and 2 wounded.

Q) Do those pertain to Major Reno’s command going from the first position back to the position on the hill?

A) Principally.

Q) You have testified that at a certain time on the afternoon of that day, a decrease or apparent withdrawal of a portion of the Indians who were attacking Major Reno’s position on the hill took place.

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Now state whether there was subsequently, on that afternoon, any perceptible increase in the number of Indians engaging Major Rends command.

A) There was.

Q) State their number as near as you can, that engaged him that evening and the approximate increase.

A) That I can’t state accurately, for one moment you see an Indian and then next you don’t. I can only estimate them from the number of shots fired. There were a good many Indians, a good many more than we had men. There must have been one or two thousand judging by the ground occupied and the number of shots fired.

Q) Do you refer to those 1 or 2000 as the increase?

A) Yes, sir, they were increased fully that, for at one time there were but few Indians on the ground we had left. As we moved forward, we found Indians between us and where General Custer had fallen.

Q) What time of day was the increase?

A) We got back between 5 and 6 o’clock. It must have commenced about 5 o’clock. They did not bother us much until we started forward, then they commenced their second attack on us, and took up every piece of ground that would give them a position to shoot from.

Q) State, from what you saw at the time and what subsequently came to you knowledge, whether the same Indians that engaged Major Reno afterwards on that day also engaged General Custer’s command, or vice versa, and state in full what are the evidences that such was the case.

A) I really don’t know. They left us, and probably went there and took part in that fight; but they had men enough to have fought both commands - that I have learned from the Indians since. After the fight with General Custer was over, I have no doubt there were plenty of Indians that were engaged in it came back and engaged us. The Indians all left our front after we left the bottom, and evidently went in that direction, but whether they took part in the fight or not, I don’t know. They were up in that direction, and came back with the others.

Q) From the time Major Reno’s command took position on the hill, till dark of that day, the 25th day of June 1876, state what kind of weather prevailed, whether clear or cloudy, calm or windy, and if windy, what was its intensity or degree, and in what direction with reference to Major Reno’s command and that of General Custer, as afterward ascertained by you.

A) As to the wind I don’t know. There was not much wind if any. I think it was rather cloudy. I remember seeing the sun go down as a red ball. That is about the only fact that impressed itself on my mind. I know the next day was cloudy and rainy.

Q) Describe fully and clearly the condition of Major Reno’s command on the night of the 25th day of June 1876, in regard to its efficiency, and state the causes therefore, if any.

A) There were several wounded. I don’t know the exact number. Otherwise the command was in good shape. The men were tired and hungry, and needed water, but they worked the whole night through in digging little rifle pits, and worked willingly, as I heard no grumbling.

Q) State whether any measurements were made after the battle of the Little Big Horn, with reference to that battle. If so, when, for what object, by whom made, and the result of such measurement.

A) Personally I don’t know. I think there were some odometer measurements made by Lieutenant Maguire. After the fight, I was appointed regimental adjutant, and had nothing more to do with making the survey. I had all I could attend to as adjutant.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) At what time was the 7th Regiment broken into battalions?

A) Shortly after 12 o’clock of the 25th of June.

Q) Before that time what had been the organization of the regiment?

A) They moved as one battalion, you may say, under General Custer.

Q) What position did Major Reno occupy at that time?

A) He simply moved as the second-in-command.

Q) Had he any specific command?

A) No, sir.

Q) Had he, to your knowledge, any definite instructions from his commanding officer?

A) No, sir. I heard Major Reno say, the day he left, that he was directed to perform the duties of lieutenant colonel.

Q) It was after 12 o’clock on the 25th that the division of the command was made into three battalions?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Under whose command were the different battalions placed?

A) One was placed under command of Major Reno, one under command of Captain Benteen and the other was taken by General Custer [there were, in fact, four battalions. Those commanded by Captains Yates and Keogh went with Custer].

Q) What were the numbers and letters of the companies under Captain Benteen?

A) Companies D, K, and H.

Q) What were those under Major Reno?

A) Companies A, G, and M.

Q) And the balance [was] under Lieutenant Colonel Custer?

A) There were five companies with General Custer; Companies C, E, F, I, and L.

Q) What was the number of men under Major Reno?

A) It did not exceed 110 or 115 including scouts [see Appendix 5.17].

Q) How many were under Lieutenant Colonel Custer?

A) About 225 [see Appendix 5.17].

Q) How many were under Captain Benteen?

A) Those I only estimate as something larger than Major Reno’s [see Appendix 5.17].

Q) With respect to that tributary creek, where was the command at the time it was broken into battalions?

A) We were on the western side or slope, just before the little ravine commences running in that forms the creek.

Q) You had not reached the creek?

A) No, sir. We were on that side of the divide but not to where there was a creek.

Q) Did you hear the orders given to Captain Benteen at the time the division was made?

A) No, sir.

Q) What action did Captain Benteen take?

A) He took his battalion and moved to the left.

Q) To what distance did he move in that direction?

A) He continued moving, the last I saw of him.

Q) When was the last you saw of him, before meeting him in the afternoon?

A) A half or three-quarters of a mile to the left, as he passed over a hill out of sight.

Q) When did you afterwards see him?

A) After we retreated from the bottom.

Q) Was there, to your knowledge, any announcement made to Major Reno with regard to a junction with Captain Benteen?

A) Not that I know of.

Q) Was there any plan that you know of for the reuniting of the different battalions at any given point?

A) None that I ever heard of.

Q) After Captain Benteen disappeared with his three companies, what did Major Reno and Lieutenant Colonel Custer do?

A) They moved down the little stream, General Custer on the right and Major Reno on the left.

Q) In that position towards each other, how far did they move down that little stream?

A) They must have moved from 9 to 12 miles.

Q) Then what happened?

A) Major Reno was called across to the same side on which General Custer was moving, and the two battalions moved along in parallel columns some distance.

Q) How did Lieutenant Colonel Custer call him there?

A) He motioned him over, and I think afterwards an order came. I know a signal was made with his hat to him.

Q) Major Reno crossed then with his three companies?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did the command of Lieutenant Colonel Custer halt while Major Reno was crossing the creek?

A) No, I don’t think it did. I am not sure. I don’t remember that they halted.

Q) Can you fix it this way, at what part of the column of Lieutenant Colonel Custer did Major Reno strike as he crossed with his three companies?

A) The heads of the two columns came together.

Q) Was there any communication at that time between Lieutenant Colonel Custer and Major Reno that you saw?

A) None that I saw.

Q) Did they continue marching?

A) They moved in parallel columns.

Q) The entire command was then on the right side of the creek?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) How long did they continue moving in that way?

A) They must have moved near a mile.

Q) Where were you with respect to Major Reno at that time?

A) I was riding to the left of his adjutant, and his adjutant was riding to the left of Major Reno [Wallace was with Custer].

Q) The adjutant was between you and Major Reno?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Who was his adjutant?

A) Lieutenant Hodgson.

Q) After they moved that mile, what happened, if anything?

A) Lieutenant Cooke, the adjutant of the regiment, came from General Custer to Major Reno and said to him, “The Indians are about two miles and a half ahead, they are on the jump. Go forward as fast as you think proper and charge them wherever you find them, and he will support you.”

Q) You stated yesterday, in your examination-in-chief, you had some doubts as to the statement then made, was that doubt as to any other portion than the word “we”?

A) My mind is not exactly clear. I know he was to be supported.

Q) Was it whether it was “we” or “I” that you were in doubt?

A) No. The adjutant would not use the term “we” or “I” that is, he was not apt to do so. He was speaking for someone else.

Q) Your doubt was as to what pronoun was used to represent Lieutenant Colonel Custer?

A) Yes, sir. I understood that General Custer was to support him.

Q) Was that the first order you heard given to Major Reno after the division of the regiment into battalions?

A) Yes, sir. It was the only one I heard given.

Q) After that order was received how long did you continue with Major Reno toward the ford?

A) I continued with him till after we crossed.

Q) If there had been another order sent to him between the time he received the one you speak of and the crossing of the ford, would you not have heard it?

A) Yes, sir, I would be very likely to have heard it.

Q) Did you hear any?

A) No, sir.

Q) After that order was received what did Major Reno do?

A) He moved off at a gallop.

Q) For what distance?

A) Till we came to the crossing of the Little Big Horn. There they had to come to a walk and the horses scattered.

Q) After they crossed the stream, what followed?

A) The command passed through a little belt of timber and halted and closed up the column and after entering the open ground they formed in line.

Q) I wish to ask you as an officer of cavalry whether, if a body of cavalry is advancing towards a stream at a rapid gait, is it not always thrown into some little disorder, and needs some little reorganizing on the opposite side of the stream?

A) Yes, sir, I never saw it fail.

Q) The disorder in crossing a stream is no evidence of demoralization?

A) It will always occur, in spite of any precautions I ever saw.

Q) At the time the halt was made on the farther side of the river, do you know whether Major Reno sent back any messenger to Lieutenant Colonel Custer?

A) No, I do not.

Q) Did you know two men named McIlhargey and Mitchell?

A) I knew McIlhargey, and had heard of Mitchell.

Q) Did you ever see those men after the command crossed the river?

A) No, sir, I don’t remember seeing them.

Q) If those men had perished or either of them had been killed by Indians in that bottom would you not have been liable to know it?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) If they had been killed at any other time while under the command of Major Reno would not your duties have acquainted you with that fact?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did you ever see either of those men after?

A) No, sir.

Q) How far from Major Reno were you at the time he passed out of the water on the opposite bank?

A) I don’t remember now. As I passed out [of the river], I turned to the left and halted, and filled my canteen with water.

Q) The left looked up the river?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) You did that while Major Reno passed on?

A) Yes, sir. I knew there would be a halt to close up, and I took advantage of it to fill my canteen.

Q) Speaking of the manner in which the cavalry was armed at that time, did they have sabers?

A) No, sir. There was not a saber in the command.

Q) Did they have revolvers?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) How many cartridges did a cavalryman have for his revolver?

A) They usually have their revolvers loaded and enough to load them twice more, 12 additional rounds [the troopers carried 24 rounds for the revolver].

Q) Did they have that number of rounds that day?

A) I don’t know that they had.

Q) After a cavalryman expends the cartridges from his revolver, his revolver is useless?

A) Yes, sir [until he reloads it].

Q) They were armed with carbines?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) How many cartridges did they have for their carbines?

A) They were supposed to have 50 on their bodies and 50 in their saddlebags.

Q) After Major Reno reformed the companies, what followed? I wish you to speak in connection with this map of Lieutenant Maguire’s. Considering the command now at “A,” what was done? First speak of the array in which the command was placed, and then what followed.

A) When we crossed at “A,” the command was moving in column of twos, the usual order of moving over a rough country. After passing across, they were formed in column of fours. That was in the timber. As they passed onto the open prairie, Companies A and M were formed left front into line. They formed in front, and G Company formed a line in the rear.

Q) Who commanded Company A?

A) Captain Moylan.

Q) Who commanded Company G?

A) Lieutenant McIntosh.

Q) Who commanded Company M?

A) Captain French.

Q) What followed then?

A) They formed in line as they were moving. After forming they moved in a trot for some distance and then in a gallop. As they moved in a gallop the adjutant came to G Company, and they had to increase their gait and form on the left of the line, forming a line of three companies, Company G on the extreme left. We moved on in that order till we reached the woods.

Q) I want to go back. Do you or not remember whether you were accompanied to the ford by the adjutant, Lieutenant Cooke, and Captain Keogh?

A) They started on with us. I saw them and heard them talking as we rode along.

Q) I speak of that period of time when Major Reno started to obey the order of Lieutenant Colonel Custer to cross the stream.

A) That is what I mean. They were with us when we started from General Custer and were with us when we crossed back to the left of the little stream which runs into the Little Big Horn. I thought at the time that they went into the fight with us. When they turned back I don’t know.

Q) Did you see them after the fight till you found their dead bodies?

A) I did not.

Q) If they had continued with you, of course, they would not have been where they were found.

A) No, sir.

Q) After the three companies were formed in line what happened?

A) They moved on at a gallop till we approached the woods and the command “prepare to fight on foot” was given. Then they dismounted, leaving the horse-holders mounted.

Q) What was the character of the men of that command? Were they all practical horsemen?

A) No, sir.

Q) Were they all men long in the service?

A) Some had been in for 3 or 4 years, others 2 years, and in G Company, of which I was then Second Lieutenant, we received 20 new recruits as we passed through St. Paul in the latter part of April [few of these recruits were in the fights – see Appendix 5.17].

Q) Were not some of the enlisted men indifferent horsemen?

A) Many of them never were on a horse till they entered on that campaign.

Q) Do you know in point of fact whether, during that gallop, after the companies formed a continuous line, some of the new recruits had lost, to some extent, the command over their horses?

A) I know how it was in my own company. I had a good deal of trouble in keeping them straight there.

Q) At what point was Major Reno when you halted?

A) He was front of the line, rather in front or right of center.

Q) What was done when you halted?

A) The command was dismounted and deployed as a skirmish line.

Q) What was done with the horses?

A) Taken by the horse-holders into the timber.

Q) What portion of the men act as horse-holders?

A) The companies are counted off in sets of four, and No. 4 of each set is a horse-holder.

Q) Then one-fourth of the command is employed in that service?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) At the time you halted, and indeed before you halted, what number of Indians had been seen by yourself?

A) I will have to estimate. There were something over 200.

Q) State if there were evidences, by the dust or otherwise farther down the valley, of a large body of men in motion in your direction.

A) There was a heavy dust in that direction.

Q) Did that indicate the presence of men riding toward you?

A) It indicated the presence of mounted men.

Q) When you crossed the river, the order under which Major Reno acted was predicated on two things; first, was it not, that the enemy were fleeing?

A) That was what I understood from the order - the Indians were ahead, on the jump.

Q) And next that the entire command would follow and support you?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) That was the way you understood the order?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Was not that the understanding of the order by every other officer?

A) It was with those I talked with after and during the fight.

Q) After you dismounted and the horses were sent to the timber, the skirmish line was formed?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Does this dotted line on the map represent the position and angle correctly?

A) No, sir.

Q) What should be represented on the map?

A) I can’t represent it here. The map is not correct. It does not represent the ground.

Q) How would you represent the skirmish line?

A) By cutting off about three-fourths of it.

Q) Was the angle at the time such as is represented there?

A) The left was farther to the front, more toward the village.

Q) You say Major Reno had about 110 or 115 men?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) What was the distance between the men on the skirmish line?

A) Five yards is supposed to be the interval.

Q) Estimating the number of men and the distance, what was the length of the skirmish line?

A) He probably had 70 or 75 men on the skirmish line.

Q) What distance would that cover?

A) If he had 75 men there would be 74 intervals of 5 yards each.

Q) Then at the time the dismount was made, Indians had already been seen in numbers from 200 to 300, and there were indications of a larger, can I say, a much larger body at the upper end?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) When was the first shot fired by the Indians?

A) After we had moved down about a mile and a half, or a mile and three-quarters.

Q) Before or after you dismounted?

A) Before.

Q) What were the Indians doing at the time you dismounted? Were they standing still or moving?

A) Riding in regular Indian order, and firing.

Q) Moving in what direction?

A) Around to our left and rear.

Q) Does that take them between yourself and the ford?

A) Yes, sir - the ford we crossed first.

Q) That was the position and conduct of the Indians at the time you dismounted?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) After the skirmish line was formed, what followed?

A) They continued to pour around, their numbers increased slightly in front. They were not standing still, they were riding all the time, firing as they rode, and were passing on the bluff, or rather slope, on our left out of range.

Q) What was the skirmish line doing at that time?

A) They advanced till the right struck the loop of the stream, and then halted.

Q) At what part of that map do you indicate that loop?

A) Below the point “C”.

Q) Then the position of the right of the column, at the time you now speak of, was lower than “C”?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) When that part of the command reached that point, what was done with the skirmish line?

A) It halted.

Q) What was done then?

A) They were firing all that time.

Q) Did they remain in position?

A) They did till the left was compelled to fall back, then the entire line had to retire to the woods.

Q) At that point, or a little before that time, the troops were actually engaged in fighting?

A) Yes, sir, they fired upon us before we dismounted.

Q) What was Major Reno doing at that time, if anything?

A) After he had seen the men in line, he took Company G into the woods and, I only know from hearsay, that he went to that point of the woods nearest the village. I don’t know whether to make a sally into the village or not. I know he went there with that one company.

Q) What officer of Company G accompanied him?

A) Lieutenant McIntosh.

Q) He was killed?

A) Yes, sir - on the retreat from the bottom.

Q) Did you see Major Reno at the time he took Company G?

A) Yes, sir, I saw him go back into the woods.

Q) What was his conduct as an officer, in respect to judgment and courage at that time?

A) All that you could expect from anyone.

Q) Up to that time, how does the disposition of the forces and the handling of them meet your judgment as a soldier?

A) I don’t think they could have been handled any better.

Q) After Major Reno returned from his examination at the edge of the timber, what took place?

A) It must have been soon after his return the charge was ordered.

Q) Did you hear the order given?

A) I heard the word passed down from man to man that they were going to charge.

Q) With respect to the firing of the troops, I want it not for the information of the Court, but to complete the record. What is the practice of soldiers engaged in battle with Indians, in positions as those now occupied, with respect to volley firing?

A) I never heard of any.

Q) Would not the firing be by each man?

A) Each man loads and fires at will and selects his own object to fire at.

Q) Is that the usual practice?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Was such practice followed by that command?

A) Yes, it was individual firing entirely. It starts out as file firing but during the fight each man fires when he gets a good chance without reference to anybody on the right or left.

Q) Had the troops been firing frequently, or not?

A) Yes, sir, very frequently. The difficulty was to prevent them firing too much.

Q) Do you know what amount of ammunition had been used by the men, the average amount of ammunition?

A) I know that their 50 rounds of ammunition were pretty well used up, for one company had to withdraw part of their men to get ammunition from the saddlebags.

Q) How long had you been in the timber at that time?

A) They had to withdraw to get ammunition before the line was drawn in.

Q) During what time were the 50 rounds used by the troops?

A) That is a hard question to answer.

Q) Was it half, or three-quarters of a hour?

A) We were in the bottom about three-quarters of a hour, and about two- thirds of that time we were on the line.

Q) It would require less than three-quarters of a hour to use that much ammunition?

A) It did not require it, but about that much time was occupied in using it.

Q) Was there other ammunition within reach of the troops on that side of the river?

A) No, sir.

Q) You say as you went back the Indians rode up and fired on the cavalrymen who were not using their pistols, what was the reason the men did not use their pistols?

A) Probably they had fired the 6 rounds.

Q) And their pistols were empty?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Before Major Reno retired from the timber, what was the position of the Indians on the left side of you?

A) They were all around us.

Q) Were they between the ford “A” and yourselves?

A) Yes, sir, they were at the ford “A” long before the line was drawn into the woods.

Q) In any considerable numbers, just before retiring?

A) Yes, sir, lots of them.

Q) How were they on the opposite side of the river?

A) They were moving down there in large numbers.

Q) Were they in the timber itself, opposite where the command was?

A) Some few were, they were getting in there.

Q) Do you remember having had a conversation with Captain Moylan while in the timber, with reference to sending some person back to communicate with Lieutenant Colonel Custer?

A) It was not in the timber, it was on the line soon after the line advanced to where it halted. I then for the first time saw the village and, looking back, I did not see General Custer coming. The first officer I met was Captain Moylan, and I said to him the village was there and asked him if we could not communicate with General Custer. There was a half-breed scout there by the name of Jackson [Billy], and we asked him if he could not go back. He waved his hand to the rear and said there were too many of them for one man to go through. That was the first time I had seen Indians in our rear.

Q) Up to that time you expected Lieutenant Colonel Custer and his men to support you?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Having in view the position and number of the Indians, and the condition in which the troops were then under Major Reno, and their number, what, in your judgment, was the correctness of the order he gave to move to higher ground on the opposite side of the river?

A) I think it was about the only thing he could have done under the circumstances.

Q) You were asked yesterday about the casualties the command received on the way from the timber to the hilltop on the opposite side of the river. What in your judgment would have been the casualties of the command if they had remained in the timber?

A) Major Reno and every man with him would have been killed.

Q) That is your judgment?

A) Yes sir.

Q) Was that your judgment at the time?

A) I did not think so much about being killed, I thought it was a pretty good idea to get out of there.

Q) Then the plan of Major Reno in retreating from the timber at that time meets your approval?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Has time and reflection confirmed you in that same view?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) I ask your opinion as a soldier, when an officer is sent with a part of a command to attack a fleeing enemy, and he finds that instead of the enemy being in flight they are advancing in considerable numbers to attack him, is it not a matter of discretion with him what shall be his conduct?

A) I should think so.

Q) When an officer is in charge of men and is in a position which, in his judgment, is not proper for defense, and has to be abandoned for one more suitable for defense, is it not within his discretion to return to the other position?

A) It is his duty as an officer to do so.

Q) Was it his duty as an officer to wait till a considerable part of his command was killed before he ventured to make the move?

A) No, sir, it was his duty to take care of his command.

Q) If Major Reno was satisfied that the timber could not be held against the Indians and more a advantageous position could be taken on the bluff on the opposite side of the river, was it not his duty as an officer to go there?

A) I think so.

Q) What was Major Reno’s conduct, with regard to judgment and discretion in the timber, as far as you saw it?

A) I think it was good, the only way in which it could have been carried out.

Q) What was his behavior with respect to courage?

A) I could not find any fault, I think it was good.

Q) Did you see any evidence whatever of fear on his part during that time?

A) None whatever.

Q) Then the movement from the timber to the heights on the opposite side of the river met your approval as a soldier?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) And still meets it?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) The command was passed to charge back to the river?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Do you know who gave the command?

A) It must have originated with Major Reno.

Q) Did it get to you in the ordinary way?

A) Under the circumstances it did. There was not time to send an orderly with it, and the order was passed down the line.

Q) That was the way you received it?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) In what order did the force return to the river?

A) That I can’t say accurately. I think it was Company A, then M, then G.

Q) Where was Major Reno in reference to the command?

A) He must have been at the head of the column, I did not see him.

Q) After the command reached the river, what took place? They passed through what kind of a country?

A) They turned the point of a ridge and up a very steep hill through the badlands to the top of the ridge.

Q) They reached that point which is marked on the map with circular lines?

A) They stopped about where the dotted line ends [see map M.7].

Q) How many men had been killed and wounded in the bottom during the retreat?

A) There were about 25 killed and 7 wounded in the bottom [incorrect – see Appendix 5.17].

Q) How many in the timber?

A) I don’t know, only by hearsay. I saw two, and heard of one in the timber and there were one or two wounded in there, that I heard officers speak of.

Q) Do you know whether, at the time or before the time Major Reno decided to leave the timber, there was firing from the opposite side of the river, from the base of the foothills or bluffs?

A) Not from the base of the bluffs, there was firing from the opposite bank of the stream. They fired into my company as I started to move out, and they had been firing before that.

Q) Do you know whether before retiring, the Indians had commenced to cross from the other side of the river to the side on which you were?

A) They were coming, not from the timber but across this bottom. There is timber indicated on the map but there is no timber there.

Q) They were crossing the river to your right?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Fix as far as can, the period of time when you made the first ford at “A,” the time you reached the timber, and the time you reached the hill on which you made your final stand.

A) I can simply give the time indicated by my own watch. It was, probably, say 20 minutes after two when we crossed the creek first. It did not take much over 10 minutes to get to the timber, say half past two. If we were there 45 minutes, it would be a quarter after three or approximately that time when we got on top of the hill, or half past three, taking the time it would take to get back to the hill.

Q) A quarter after 3?

A) Well, say half-past 3. There would be taking the time to go across the creek and up the hill.

Q) When you reached the top of the hill, what did the command do?

A) It halted and dismounted and the first thing done was to get the companies together, organize them, and then they had to count off again and dismount so as to make another stand.

Q) Were there Indians on the hilltop across there before you made the crossing?

A) Yes, sir, it has always been my impression that Lieutenant Hodgson was killed from a shot fired from the bluffs. Dr. DeWolf was killed by the Indians on that side.

Q) What was done with the command when you were on top of the hill, what disposition was made of it?

A) They were first dismounted and deployed on the crest of the bluff, and then mounted and moved back, and about this time word came that Captain Benteen was coming.

Q) Who gave the order under which this disposition of the troops was made?

A) It must have been made by Major Reno.

Q) Did you see Major Reno at the time?

A) I was not close to him, but I saw him there.

Q) Did you at that time see any indication of fear or timidity on his part?

A) None.

Q) What judgment did you form of the correctness of the disposition of the troops at that period? Was it proper or not?

A) I think it was.

Q) Captain Benteen was seen to be advancing. In what portion of the country was he seen to be coming?

A) He was very close to us at that time. He was not coming over the trail we had come on, but he had diverged to the right, and was coming up there.

Q) How far distant was he from you when you saw him coming?

A) Not over one or two hundred yards, rising the hill.

Q) Was he in advance of his command?

A) I can’t answer that, I don’t know. He was not very far in advance of it anyway.

Q) Do you know where the pack train was at that time?

A) It must have been three miles in the rear.

Q) Could you see it?

A) I saw the dust.

Q) But you couldn’t distinguish it?

A) I knew what it was.

Q) But you couldn’t distinguish, by your eyesight, what it was?

A) No, sir, but I could see about where it was by the dust.

Q) Do you know whether Major Reno rode forward to meet Benteen?

A) Yes, sir, I think he did.

Q) Do you know whether he at once returned to the command?

A) I think they came back together, but I am not positive about that.

Q) The troops, you said, had reached a point where they stood in a ravine. Do you know whether the Indians were at the mouth of that ravine? After you had come out, and when you were on top of the bluff, do you know whether the Indians were at the mouth of the ravine below?

A) Yes, sir, they did come across below.

Q) Where was Lieutenant Hodgson killed?

A) He was killed about fifty yards after he had crossed the stream.

Q) On the upper bank?

A) On the bank to which we had retired.

Q) On the upper bank?

A) Yes, sir, where the bluffs were.

Q) Do you know whether any effort was made to recover the valuables from his person and, if so, who made that effort?

A) Major Reno went down there with a party.

Q) Did he lead them himself.

A) He went with them.

Q) He was chief, of course?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) What was the number of the men whom he took with him?

A) I don’t think it was more than three or four.

Q) Are you accurate as to that number?

A) No, sir.

Q) Who was with him as a non-commissioned officer, if you remember?

A) That I don’t know.

Q) Do you remember whether the valuables were recovered from the person of Lieutenant Hodgson?

A) Some of them were, I know I heard Major Reno speak of getting his ring.

Q) At that time?

A) I think that was the time. I think his watch was not obtained because it had been jerked out of his pocket before Major Reno got down there.

Q) But other things were recovered?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) After Major Reno returned from the water’s edge, or from the place where Lieutenant Hodgson’s body was found, what did he do?

A) That I don’t know.

Q) If Major Reno at that time had been shaking with fear, do you suppose, as a soldier, that he would have taken those men and gone back to the ravine through which he had just come?

A) I don’t think he would.

Q) Was it necessary for him to do so, if he had not wanted to do so?

A) No, he could have sent someone.

Q) After he returned, what took place then in respect to the union of your battalion with the battalion under Captain Benteen?

A) I don’t know. I didn’t receive any orders and I was not close enough, his companies came up there and were for a time halted there.

Q) Where did he take his position?

A) It was rather on the left of the position, I think, which we then occupied.

Q) Lower down the river?

A) Speaking with regard to the river, it was up the river.

Q) True, I had forgotten the direction of the stream. At that time how many dead men were there in the command? How many men had you lost by being killed?

A) We had lost twenty-seven killed, seven wounded, and Dr. DeWolf and one scout, and an interpreter.

Q) Where were the wounded men?

A) They were there with us.

Q) They had not been abandoned?

A) No, sir.

Q) How long after Captain Benteen came up did the pack train come up?

A) It must have been an hour.

Q) What was done by Major Reno and the officers and men under him, if anything, until the pack train came up? If any order was given to any company, state what it was.

A) I can’t say in regard to orders. I was not with Major Reno and didn’t hear what orders were given, but I saw one company move out.

Q) What company was that?

A) That was D Company, under Captain Weir.

Q) In what direction did it move?

A) It moved down the stream from the position we occupied.

Q) In the direction in which Custer and his men were afterward found?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) How long after Reno and his men reached the top of the bluffs did Captain Weir move out with his company?

A) That I don’t remember. I can’t state, for I don’t recollect.

Q) Could you to your own satisfaction give any kind of an estimate?

A) No, sir.

Q) During the time that Major Reno was there, and before Captain Weir moved out, what kind of firing did you hear in the direction in which Custer was afterward found?

A) Well in that direction I didn’t hear any. I heard some firing to the left.

Q) Was it volley firing or firing such as would indicate that there was a general fight going on?

A) No, sir, it was not even what you would call sharp firing. It was a few shots, scattering.

Q) During the time that the pack train was coming up, what attention, if any, was paid to the wounded?

A) There was some water obtained, and they were given water. I don’t know whether the doctor gave them any medical attention or not.

Q) Were any preparations made to carry them with their command in case the command would go forward?

A) Nothing, only the company commander took off some saddle blankets and laid the wounded men on them, and assigned six men to carry each wounded man.

Q) Then every one of these wounded men required the attention of six men while the column was in motion?

A) Yes, sir, at least six, and they couldn’t carry them far at a time.

Q) There were seven wounded men at that time?

A) About that number, five or seven.

Q) Then you cannot place the time when Captain Weir moved out, with respect to the time when Major Reno came to the top of the heights?

A) No, sir, it was some little time after [that] Captain Weir moved.

Q) How long after Captain Weir moved out did the pack train come up?

A) Well, I think the train came up soon after he started.

Q) What was done when that came up?

A) There was one mule loaded with ammunition and the boxes were cut open and the ammunition distributed to the companies.

Q) To those men who had been in the timber?

A) To the three companies that had come out.

Q) What was then done?

A) Then the companies were mounted and we started on [see Chapter 6].

Q) In what direction?

A) In the direction that D Company had started, down the creek.

Q) At whose orders?

A) By Major Reno’s orders.

Q) Then the entire command started in the direction that Company D had gone?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) And Company D had gone, so far as you could judge, by Major Reno’s orders?

A) I suppose so [Weir went against orders, or at least without them].

Q) What was done with the wounded when the march was commenced?

A) Captain Moylan had to fall to the rear, and he tried to carry them along. He didn’t get very far though until he found he was being left behind, and he sent word to see whether he could get assistance from Captain McDougall. He sent word that he couldn’t go any further.

Q) Up to this time had there been any communication whatever between General Custer’s command and this?

A) None that I had ever heard of.

Q) Had any communication been received by Major Reno, or any officer under him as to where Custer was up to that time?

A) Nothing, only a trumpeter had been sent back, and said that he had gone that way.

Q) To whom was the trumpeter sent?

A) To Captain Benteen.

Q) That trumpeter’s name was Martin, I believe?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) When was the last time that you saw General Custer and his column?

A) Soon after the order was given to Major Reno to move ahead.

Q) Before you crossed the river to go to the timber?

A) Yes, sir. As we were moving down, the Indians were in our front and I was looking that way.

Q) When the command moved out in the direction in which Captain Weir had been sent, what was the order of the march?

A) His company, I think, was still ahead and then Company H and K came next and after that I am not positive what the order was.

Q) Where was Major Reno in respect to that?

A) He was ahead.

Q) Leading it?

A) Yes, sir [this is a blatant falsehood – see chapter 6].

Q) How far did the command move?

A) I don’t think we got more than a mile, that is I don’t think the head of the column got more than a mile.

Q) That part of the column where Major Reno was?

A) I suppose he was there, he wasn’t in the rear.

Q) In what part were you?

A) I was toward the rear.

Q) With Company G, I believe?

A) Yes, sir, I had seven men of Company G.

Q) How did the column come to stop marching?

A) I thought at the time it was because Captain Moylan could not keep up and bring his wounded along, but heavy firing had commenced in front with D Company.

Q) That was in advance?

A) Yes, sir, and I was then assigned to a position on the right, on a high point, and from there I could see all over where Custer’s battle had occurred. There were lots of Indians there, riding around quietly, no firing going on. They seemed to be moving back our way.

Q) In large numbers?

A) Yes, sir. The whole field seemed to be moving toward us.

Q) Then you heard the firing of the company under Captain Weir?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) What did that company do?

A) They dismounted and fought for a while, and then moved back to where Captain Moylan was.

Q) Do you know what order, if any, Lieutenant Hare, the acting adjutant of the command after Lieutenant Hodgson had been killed, gave to Captain Weir?

A) No, sir, I didn’t see him start.

Q) Do you know what report he made to Major Reno after the command had advanced about a mile, or what order he had given to Captain Weir upon his own responsibility?

A) No, sir, I don’t know anything about that.

Q) How was the firing in front of Captain Weir’s company?

A) Pretty heavy.

Q) How [was] the number of Indians - large or not?

A) There were plenty of them there and others coming up.

Q) What would you estimate the number to be, so far as you could estimate it?

A) Estimating all that I saw there were several thousand.

Q) What was the action of Company D?

A) They had halted there.

Q) But after they returned, they came back to the column?

A) Yes, sir. Well, the head of the column had reached near that point.

Q) What action did Major Reno then take, after Captain Weir had returned to the column?

A) Well, I think the column had moved up to about where Captain Weir was.

Q) Then what was done?

A) There was a general movement back to the position we took and occupied during the afternoon of the 25th and during the 26th of June.

Q) Under whose orders was that movement made?

A) Major Reno’s, I suppose.

Q) How was it made? I mean, was it being done correctly according to the laws of military science?

A) It was made quietly and actively.

Q) In a way that now approves itself to your judgment?

A) Yes, sir. There was no rush. I know my company moved back at a walk.

Q) Was there any high point of land, on the side of the river on which you were, that was any nearer to the water than that which Major Reno took when he crossed over?

A) Yes, near the water.

Q) Where was that?

A) We had passed over it going to the point where the Indians first engaged Company D.

Q) But, in respect to the timber, was there any high point nearer the water than that which Major Reno took?

A) Yes - the one passed over and the one D Company had, at the point where it was attacked.

Q) When you returned to the place that you had occupied when you crossed over the river, what disposition was made of the command?

A) They were dismounted and formed, not in a circle but as near in a circle as the ground would permit. The horses were put in one of the swales of the ravine.

Q) Can you give any description to indicate the character of the ravine, was it like a saucer?

A) Something like that - only with one side out.

Q) A dismount was made and the horses were placed in this depression?

A) Yes, and then the men were deployed some distance around the outside, taking the crest of the ridge and occupying the lower edge of this depression, so as to form a complete chain all around the horses.

Q) Were the wounded men you speak of brought back by Major Reno, or were they abandoned?

A) They were brought back, and placed inside of the horses. There was an open space inside of the horses in which the wounded were placed.

Q) Who gave the orders for this disposition of the command?

A) I suppose it was made under Major Reno’s orders.

Q) Did you see him at that time?

A) I saw him riding around when the men were being placed in position.

Q) What was his demeanor then in respect to courage?

A) As good as that of anyone.

Q) Did you see any evidences of fear about him at that time?

A) None.

Q) In your judgment as a soldier, having reference now to the command and its surroundings, and the force opposing it, was the disposition of the command correct or not?

A) It was the best that the ground would permit.

Q) Has reflection altered your view of that?

A) No, sir, I am still of that belief.

Q) Were you protected in any way by rifle pits, or any other artificial protection at the time the command returned to this saucer-like hilltop?

A) No. There was scattering sagebrush but the men simply laid down on the ground.

Q) During this time what had been the conduct of the Indians?

A) They were surrounding us, and as we fell back to this position, they followed up the command, and occupied one or two high points, and then swung around and occupied every hill and point that would afford them a position to fire from.

Q) What time did you reach the points on which you made your stand?

A) It was some time between 5 and 6 o’clock on the 25th of June.

Q) In a higher altitude [?] than this?

A) Yes.

Q) And at a time when the day was almost at its greatest length?

A) Yes.

Q) At what time did deep twilight come on?

A) It must have been 9 o’clock or afterward.

Q) The Indians were on all sides and firing?

A) Yes.

Q) You had no rifle pits, and were unprotected by any artificial means?

A) Yes.

Q) What, according to your judgment, was the number of effective men Major Reno had then in his command?

A) Between 250 and 280, I guess [see Chapter 6].

Q) How long did you say the firing continued?

A) Until dark.

Q) Till about 9 o’clock?

A) Yes.

Q) What was its character?

A) It was very heavy.

Q) Have you ever seen heavier firing?

A) No.

Q) It was continuous?

A) Most[ly] continuous. There would be a lull and then it would start again, and the bullets would come like hail.

Q) What did the men do during the rest of the night?

A) They scraped up a little place in the ground to get what shelter they could.

Q) You said yesterday the command had three spades?

A) Yes. The men used their tin cups and knives, and axes were used for chopping the ground, it was very hard and stiff, something like putty.

Q) Do you know whether the command for the troops to fortify themselves was given by Major Reno?

A) That I do not know. They commenced firing on the opposite side and as soon as we could get the spades we scraped up places for our protection.

Q) Did you see Reno during the night?

A) I do not remember.

Q) At what time did the fire recommence in the morning?

A) Before it was clear daylight.

Q) At what hour would that [have been]?

A) At that season of the year it must have been a little before 3 o’clock.

Q) How long was it continued?

A) It was continued heavily until after 10 o’clock. There was a good deal of firing from 10 to 12, but during the afternoon there was no continuous firing, but [just] now and then. When we got the men at work, they would open fire on us again. Later there were just a few sharpshooters.

Q) At what time do you fix that?

A) It was after noon, about 4 o’clock.

Q) What followed then?

A) Well, later there was no firing at all and about sunset, or before sunset, I do not remember exactly when, my attention was called to the village. The Indians were moving on the opposite side of the stream, moving up this gentle slope which runs back to the Big Horn Mountains.

Q) You saw the Indian village defile before you, on the opposite side?

A) Yes.

Q) How long did it take them to pass the point of view you occupied?

A) A long time. They were moving over country that was almost level. We estimated the village to be two and a half to three miles long and a half a mile wide.

Q) What opinion did you form of the number of fighting men in that Indian procession?

A) At the time I thought there were some four or five thousand. From what I have heard from Indians since, I think there were nine thousand.

Q) What was done by the command during the time you are speaking of, the afternoon and evening of the 26th?

A) The position was changed slightly so as to command the approaches to the water and to get away from the stench of the dead horses and men lying around.

Q) Can you indicate the position on the map?

A) Not on this map.

Q) How was the command stationed when you took this new position?

A) Captain Benteen’s company occupied a prominent point near where he had been located during the night. Entrenchments had been thrown up there. Then to his left, running down one of the spurs of the hill to the river, was Captain Weir’s company, Captain Godfrey’s and mine, and I think, Captain French’s. On another ridge running down on Captain Benteen’s right was Captain Moylan’s and Captain McDougall’s company. The command was formed rather in the shape of a “U” with the two ends resting on the bluffs above the river, and within the branches of the “U” was a ravine down which the men could go, and rush out and get water - but the moment they would step out of the mouth of the ravine, they would be under fire from the bank opposite.

Q) Where were the horses?

A) The horses were placed in the head of this ravine and sheltered from fire.

Q) So you remained during that night?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) And how long the next morning?

A) The next morning we remained there until toward 9 o’clock. Then we saw a dust rising down the river, and by scouts being sent out, we found it was General Terry and then there wasn’t much attention paid to this line.

Q) What communication, if any, did you have with General Terry and under whose orders?

A) When we found out who was coming, Major Reno directed me to go down to him and report to him who was up there, and show him how to get up, because the country was very rough.

The Recorder then interrupted to ask what date this referred to, and Wallace replied: “This was the 27th of June.” Lee then questioned the Court as to whether or not this line of questioning was proper, the Court having previously limited the inquiry into events of the 25th and 26th of June only.

Gilbert responded that Lee might be technically correct, but that there was a bearing on the conduct of Major Reno “while he was in command of these troops, and before he was relieved from responsibility [by Terry’s arrival, one supposes]. He further pointed out that he wanted the Court to have “a full view of everything of importance that occurred during that campaign [which could not really be ascertained by the limitations imposed by the Court, or with important witnesses missing].

After a short consultation, the President of the Court instructed Wallace to answer the question.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) What was the conversation you had with General Terry at that time? I speak more particularly in reference to your ignorance of where General Custer was, and the ignorance of the entire command.

A) In compliance with the orders of Major Reno, I mounted my horse and rode down across the ford where we had retreated, and met General Terry beyond the point where our skirmish line had fallen back. I reported to him that I had been sent out by Major Reno to show him the approaches to his position. He then asked me who was there. I told him Major Reno with seven companies, and he went on to ask me in detail what had occurred, how the fight had commenced, and the result. When I got time, I then asked him where General Custer was, and received a reply that gave me to understand that they had all been killed.

Q) Up to the time you made this inquiry of General Terry, did you know where Custer was?

A) No, sir, I did not.

Q) Was there any knowledge on the part of Major Reno, or any officer or soldier of his command, as to where Custer was?

A) None whatever. We were looking for him back the first night he was away, and we didn’t understand why we hadn’t seen him.

Q) Now as exhibiting the degree of feeling on the part of the command, you stated yesterday there was some swearing in regard to Custer among the command under Reno. What was the character of that?

A) Well they thought that Custer had sent us in and had gone off and left us to look out for ourselves; that he had made an attack and probably been defeated, and he had gone down the river to meet General Terry.

Q) Did you go over the country between the position that Reno held and where Custer and his men were found?

A) Yes, sir. I went over it on the 28th of June.

Q) Do you know whether Captain Benteen had been sent over it before?

A) He was sent over it on the morning of the 27th of June, soon after General Terry arrived and told him about it.

Q) That same day?

A) Yes, sir. Captain Benteen was told to saddle up and told to go and see if he could identify the bodies.

Q) Who gave that order?

A) I do not know from whence it emanated. General Terry and Major Reno were together [the order came from Terry, and was in response to Benteen’s assertion that he did not believe that Custer had been killed, but that he was probably down on the Big Horn, watering his horses].

Q) On Lieutenant Maguire’s map there is a dotted line leading along the high land there on the same side of that stream. Does that represent, to your judgment, the course that Custer took with his men?

A) That I am unable to say. That entire country was cut up by pony tracks and I can only form an estimate from the men we found dead where Custer had fought. The line to the right indicates, probably, as near as we will ever know.

Q) Which line do you mean now?

A) The line leading from “B” up.

Q) “B” is marked there as a ford?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did you examine the neighborhood at that ford?

A) Not particularly.

Q) Did you see at that ford any indications, by blood or otherwise, that there had been any struggle there?

A) No, sir.

Q) If there had been any attempt to cross at that ford would there not have been something, in your judgment, to indicate it?

A) There would have been dead horses or dead men there.

Q) Were there any dead horses around there?

A) There were but not at the crossing, they were further back.

Q) Where was the first dead man found?

A) It was back some two or three hundred yards at the point indicated on the map.

Q) Where did you find the first of Custer’s men?

A) That was the first.

Q) Where did you find the next?

A) After crossing the first ravine as we moved down the river.

Q) Where did you find the next?

A) On the ridge, following that dark line on the map to the top of the ridge. There were some few found there until you reached the top of the ridge.

Q) How many dead men did you find?

A) That I am unable to state. The way they were buried was the companies were formed in column-of-fours, and they moved in parallel columns, and each company, as it moved along, would bury the dead it found, and, after they had completed this duty, the number that each company commander had buried was reported to me, and from that the sum total was made up.

Q) You could not tell from your own knowledge?

A) No, sir.

Q) Who made that disposition of the troops?

A) Major Reno.

Q) Where was the company under Captain Calhoun found?

A) That was found on top of the last ridge - not the one on which General Custer was killed, but the one that ran at right angles to it.

Q) Marked on the map by the letter “D”?

A) Yes, sir, about that place.

Q) Did Captain Calhoun’s men, from the position in which they were found lying, indicate that the line had been drawn up in order of battle?

A) There was some indication of a skirmish line.

Q) Had you seen before you reached that point any indications of a skirmish line?

A) None. I afterward saw in the ravine some men lying in skirmish order, but they were at the bottom of a deep ravine, and I don’t know how it was.

Q) What company were they members of?

A) Of E Company, Lieutenant Smith.

Q) After leaving Calhoun’s, then whose [company] did you find?

A) Captain Keogh’s.

Q) In what order were they?

A) They were lying halfway down the northern side of the slope.

Q) Between Custer and Calhoun?

A) Between Custer and Calhoun - but halfway down the slope, and they appeared to me to have been killed running in file.

Q) Was their position such that it indicated that they had been brought into skirmish line?

A) I don’t know whether they were in skirmish line or not. They were killed at intervals but from their position I don’t think they could have been in skirmish line.

Q) How far from Calhoun’s men were these men found?

A) Between Custer and Calhoun’s men.

Q) At what distance?

A) The first was probably not more than twenty or thirty yards and they were killed at intervals.

Q) They were scattered along?

A) Yes, sir, as they went toward Custer.

Q) After you passed Captain Keogh’s men where did you next find dead men?

A) His men occupied the most of the ground well on toward Custer.

Q) Sprinkled along?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Where was Custer?

A) He was near that point marked “E” on the map.

Q) In what position were those men found about Custer?

A) They were right around. Four or five of them were piled up in a heap beside a horse and the body of General Custer was lying rather across one of the men.

Q) Were there any indications of a prolonged struggle?

A) They had struggled but I do not think for any great length of time. They had apparently tried to lead the horses in a circle on the point of the ridge and had killed them there, and apparently made an effort for a final stand.

Q) How many men were gathered around General Custer?

A) Well there were about twenty or thirty but not right around.

Q) Where did you find the men of the other companies?

A) They were scattered all over the hill, south and east of General Custer.

Q) Did you see any evidences anywhere of any company being drawn in skirmish line, in a form which indicated a prolonged resistance except the men in Calhoun’s company?

A) No, I did not, because they were not killed in order but were scattered all over the ground, not in a line but irregularly.

Q) Would that have been the position of the men providing they had been drawn up in line of battle and made a concerted resistance?

A) No, sir.

Q) With respect to cartridge shells, did you find any?

A) At one or two places I saw little piles of twenty to thirty.

Q) Where was this?

A) They were near where Captain Calhoun was killed.

Q) Did you find any elsewhere?

A) A very few. You would find them scattered around - but whether they had been used by the men or the Indians, we could not tell.

Q) Now judging by the number of cartridges at the position in which you found these men, separated from each other and at irregular intervals, did you think that the struggle with General Custer and his command against the Indians lasted any considerable length of time?

A) No, sir. I think the Indians met him as he came down to this supposed crossing and did not give him time to make a stand.

Q) What was the character of the country for the purposes of protection, was it such as would enable him to make a prolonged resistance?

A) No, his position was on a ridge. There was no way of his protecting himself. If he got behind the ridge to defend himself at one point he would expose himself at some other point. The land was a series of hills and there were one or two points a little higher than the point he held. There were no possible means of sheltering himself on the ridge he occupied.

Q) Judging from the number or empty cartridges and from the character of the ground on which these men fell, and from the position they occupied toward each other, what do you think was the duration of the fight?

A) Not much more than half an hour.

Q) From the point where you last saw General Custer and his command to the point where you finally found his body, what was the distance?

A) It must have been between six and seven miles.

Q) Can you fix the period when you last saw him?

A) It was immediately after we received the order to move forward.

Q) What period of time, in your judgment, would it require for a command equipped as his was to move from that point to the point where his body was found, having in view the character of the country.

A) It would require more than an hour. They could not move at a gallop all the way.

Q) When Custer had marched away what number of men were in his command?

A) About two hundred and twenty-five.

Q) And all Custer’s men were killed as far as you know?

A) Yes.

Q) How much fewer in number were those under Major Reno after Colonel Benteen had joined him, deducting the number of dead and the number of wounded?

A) After the union of the forces Major Reno must have had somewhere in the vicinity of two hundred and eighty men.

Q) I understand that to be the aggregate of available men with Major Reno?

A) Yes, after he was joined by the companies of Captain Benteen and Captain McDougall.

Q) After you took up the position on the hilltop in that saucer-like depression, do you know whether the command was assailed by the whole number of Indians?

A) That I cannot answer.

Q) By what number of Indians do you suppose you were assailed?

A) There must have been several thousand judging by the space they occupied and the quantity of firing that was done.

Q) Between 6 o’clock in the evening and about 9, when you say the firing ceased, was the command protected by any kind of fortification whatever?

A) None whatever.

Q) Was there any other command save that of Major Reno that crossed the Little Big Horn River?

A) Not to my knowledge.

Gilbert then interrupted his questioning to refer to Whittaker’s letter, and to point out to the Court that this letter contained comments derogatory to Captain Benteen, and that, if the Court were to admit the entire letter, then he would like to have certain testimony entered into the record to counteract the derogation of Benteen, of whom, he said: “there are one or two acts of his which will always be memorable in the history of arms, and I would feel that that I had done injustice to him if I should permit this witness to leave the stand without asking him in regard to Captain Benteen’s heroic charge to get water for the wounded men.”

Lee reminded the Court that the inquiry was into the conduct of Major Reno and that: “I still hold that as far as Captain Benteen is concerned, whether his action was praiseworthy or the opposite, it is not to pass under the review of this Court.”

Gilbert then reminded the Court that it: “has the care and reputation of a brother soldier” and that it should either allow the laudatory actions of Benteen to be brought out, or to have the portion of the letter referring to Benteen stricken out “As a matter of justice to Captain Benteen.” 

The Court was then cleared, and, after deliberation, ruled that indeed the inquiry was into the conduct of Major Reno, and would be limited thereto and “will not permit an inquiry into the conduct of any officer with a view to praise or censure.”

Q) I wish you to search your memory through, and recall the events of those two days, and state in what point, if any, Major Reno exhibited any lack of courage as an officer and a soldier.

A) None that I can recall, or can find fault with.

Q) Was there any point at which Major Reno showed any want of military skill in handling his command?

A) No, I do not recall any.

Q) What was the condition of the forces, the horses and the men, at the time the major received his orders to cross to the attack?

A) They must have been pretty tired.

Gilbert then told the Court that he wished to enquire into the condition of the men and horses in more depth, and would have to go back some days, in order to do so. The Court assented.

Q) Why do you say the horses were very much exhausted?

A) We left the mouth of the Rosebud on the 22nd of June and made a march of twelve miles that day. The next day we made a march of thirty-three or thirty-five miles.

Q) That was the 23rd?

A) Yes. There was not much grazing to be had, and very little grain to feed horses upon, not more than a pound or two, the regular allowance being twelve pounds. The next day we made near thirty miles and went into camp. There was not much grass for the ponies had eaten it up. We started again at 11 o’clock that night and moved on until about daylight. The horses were stopped again without anything to eat. We moved on again at 8 or 8:45, having gone about ten miles during the night. From that point we moved on into the fight.

Q) Can you fix the number of miles?

A) During the whole time?

Q) In respect to this last day in which you gave no time whatever.

A) On the 24th we moved about thirty miles during the day and during the night about eight or ten miles. I cannot tell the time for I could not see my watch. That would be about forty miles and the next day we moved anywhere from twenty to thirty-five miles [Wallace overestimates this mileage – see his own report Appendix 4.14].

Q) Grazing, you say, was scarce?

A) There was hardly any. A number of ponies had been around there and had clipped the grass almost like a lawn mower.

Q) Did Major Reno lose any time in moving from the hilltop in the direction in which General Custer was afterwards found after the pack train came in?

A) No, sir, I don’t think he did. The ammunition had to be distributed after the train came up, and it is my impression now that he moved on as soon as it could practically be done.

Q) Bearing in mind the belt of timber from which you retired, the river you had to cross, and the hill you had to rise, was that point on the bluff that Major Reno occupied as well suited for protection as any other he could have taken under those circumstances? I don’t ask you to swear to a geographical fact but to give your opinion.

A) In my opinion it was.

Q) Since yesterday I have read this letter of Mr. Whittaker, and there is one point about which I wish to ask a question. What opinion have you, as a soldier, of the wisdom of separating the 7th Cavalry regiment into battalions?

Recorder Lee objected to the question because the separation was made by General Custer and it was not for the Court to give any opinion on the conduct of General Custer, nor proper for Wallace to comment thereon. Gilbert countered that a part of Whittaker’s letter was germane to the topic.

The Court was cleared and after deliberation it was stated that Whittaker’s letter could only be considered “insofar as the matter therein contained is covered by the order convening the Court” and that therefore the question would not be allowed.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) You have stated that it was about one mile from where Major Reno crossed the Little Big Horn in the advance, that Lieutenant Cooke gave General Custer’s order to Major Reno to charge the Indians.

A) I think not, sir.

Q) State the distance.

A) The way you ask the question, I understand that Lieutenant Cooke gave the order after Major Reno crossed the Little Big Horn.

Q) You stated it was about one mile from the river, before Major Reno crossed it in his advance, that Lieutenant Cooke gave General Custer’s order to Major Reno to charge the Indians. Fix as definitely as you can what time of day that was.

A) Approximately it must have been about a quarter after two. The exact time I can’t tell.

Q) State how you fix it approximately.

A) I said before I looked at my watch about the time General Custer called Major Reno over to his side of the little stream. It was then about two o’clock, whether a little after or a little before I don’t know. Taking the distance we passed over after that it was somewhere in the neighborhood of 15 minutes after two o’clock. The exact time I can’t give.

Q) Did you note the time when you looked at your watch?

A) Not at that time, I did note if afterward.

Q) Are you sure the time of your watch was the true time of day when you looked at it, or may it have been an hour or more slow or fast?

A) I am not sure about that. It may have been fast or it may have been slow. I never have claimed that it was the local time of the place.

Q) Refresh your memory and state how much time elapsed from the time Lieutenant Cooke delivered that order to Major Reno till Major Reno had been joined by Captain Benteen’s command on the hill, and what, according to your calculations, was the time of day, when those commands united there?

A) It must have been an hour and a half approximately.

Q) Then it would be about what hour in the afternoon?

A) Somewhere about 4 o’clock or after. That is simply my own estimate without looking at my watch.

Q) I understand you to testify that the last you saw of General Custer’s column was when Lieutenant Cooke delivered to Major Reno the order referred to, is that correct?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) And that it was about 4 o’clock that day when Major Reno was joined by Captain Benteen on the hill?

A) Yes, sir, about 4 or after 4.

Q) Now state to the Court from what you afterwards knew as to the route General Custer’s column had taken, and the nature of the ground passed over by General Custer’s column, as afterwards ascertained by you, where General Custer’s column must have been in reference to the point “B” on the map, or in reference to the place where you found the dead horse near the river, at the time Major Reno and Captain Benteen united their forces on the hill.

A) This trail from “B” up is simply an estimate. If that represents the line of their march, he must have passed beyond where the first dead man was found. His fight must have been going on at that time, if it was not after.

Q) You said yesterday you knew a certain man, and another one you had heard of, and had those two men been killed in the bottom you would have known it. State how you would have known it.

A) The man I knew, McIlhargey, belonged to Company I, but had been on duty with Major Reno during the campaign, and naturally would have gone into the fight with him. He [Reno] says he sent him back, and he must have done so, or he [McIlhargey] would not have been with his company.

Q) You have testified that the men in Major Reno’s command had 100 rounds of ammunition each, 50 on their persons and 50 in their saddle pouches. Now from what you stated yesterday as to the probable number of rounds the men had expended on the skirmish line, state on the basis of 115 men, with one-fourth as horse-holders, how many rounds were there in the entire command of Major Reno, when he left the timber for the opposite side of the river.

A) There is no getting at a correct estimate of the quantity of ammunition each man had on the skirmish line. Some fired more than others. One man would fire all the ammunition he had, and another would reserve his ammunition, and take careful shots. But say there were 115 men, one-fourth would be 28 - that would leave 2,800 rounds of ammunition those men had, but what the others had would be simply a wild estimate, in which my opinion would be no better than anybody else’s.

Q) Do you mean you can’t tell anything approximately about that in regard to the other men?

A) It would simply be a guess. You go into action with a lot of men - and one man will fire more than another, and unless you inspect their ammunition, you can’t tell.

Q) Were there any complaints among the men on the skirmish line, or anything said about the ammunition giving out, I mean, all they had?

A) No, sir, I heard no complaints of that kind. I know that some of them had expended what they had in their belts.

Q) How near the ford where Major Reno’s command first crossed did Lieutenant Cooke and Captain Keogh go with you?

A) I don’t know where they turned back. I did not see them turn back. I saw them within half a mile of the ford.

Q) Were there any troops with them, indicating that General Custer was going to follow Major Reno’s command?

A) No, sir. Captain Keogh’s company was with General Custer and Lieutenant Cooke was the adjutant.

Q) What was the relative position of General Custer’s and Major Reno’s commands.

A) I don’t know. I did not see General Custer’s column at that time. It must have been to our rear, for if it had been to our right or left or front I would have seen it.

Q) Could it have been to your right and rear or to your left and rear?

A) It could not have been to our left and rear. It might have been to our right and rear as we commenced to cross the stream.

Q) State whether or not a command going into a battle could not be practically supported in the attack in some other way than by having a column immediately behind it.

A) Yes, I guess it could.

Q) At the time this order was given Major Reno to charge the Indians, did you not know, beyond a reasonable doubt, that Captain Benteen’s column of three companies must be to the left and rear and would probably be up and join in the fight?

A) I knew he was to the left and rear, but what his orders were, or what he would do, I could not tell. I did not expect much assistance from that direction.

Q) State whether the support spoken of by General Custer’s order may not have referred to Captain Benteen’s column.

A) That I don’t know. I simply imagined from what he said that it was coming from General Custer. That was simply my own idea.

Q) Was the route taken by Major Reno, at the time General Custer’s order was delivered, or immediately thereafter, the most direct and practicable one to the hostile Indian village?

A) I think it was the most practicable one, as it was the one traveled by the Indians. It was on their trail.

Q) How was it in regard to directness?

A) It was not a straight line but I know you get the best road by following the Indian trails in that country.

Q) State whether you saw, in the vicinity of the river, a trail leading to the right, in regard to the one Major Reno’s command followed down to the ford.

A) I can’t say positively, but I have an idea that I did see one leading to the right, rather over the hill and to the right, not in the direction of the village.

Q) Where was that?

A) That was back nearly at the point where Major Reno received his order.

Q) Had you passed that point you speak of when you last saw General Custer’s column?

A) We passed it soon after leaving his column, while his adjutant and Captain Keogh were with us. The trail we followed was the most direct one, I think.

Q) State whether or not General Custer’s column was on your right and whether you saw it after passing that point.

A) I have stated before that I did not see his column after we started forward.

Q) In testifying as to the character of some of the men who went into that fight with Major Reno, saying that many of them were recruits and poor horsemen, do you mean to convey the impression that the command was in any way inefficient or unreliable?

A) Not exactly that, but there were a few of them would have been better soldiers if they had received a little drill before going into the fight.

Q) How did that command fight the Indians, mounted or dismounted?

A) We fought them on foot till we started back.

Q) When you saw that cloud of dust you speak of, state whether it indicated a hostile force mounted, or the Indians driving their ponies.

A) That is something I can’t tell.

Q) Then explain what you meant in your testimony by saying that it appeared to be mounted men.

A) Simply because they were raising a dust. Dismounted men would not make it.

Q) Would ponies being driven make it?

A) Ponies would make it.

Q) With the exceptions as indicated in your testimony yesterday, state whether or not Lieutenant Maguire’s map represents, with reasonable accuracy, the principal and important features of the battlefield.

A) No, I don’t think it does. I think it is the best map I have seen - still I don’t think it is located right at all. I would not know it to be the same piece of country.

Q) What do you refer to, the topography or the relative positions?

A) The relative positions are pretty good. I don’t think it represents anything else.

Q) Look at the map and state whether the points marked “D” and “E” are correctly indicated.

A) That is the best part of the map. That I think is about as correct as the topography of the country would admit.

Q) Was Major Reno’s command, before it quit its position in the timber, near enough to the Indians to use their revolvers with any good effect?

A) Before it quit the timber, no, sir, unless it was a few isolated cases and I did not see them.

Q) State how often you saw Major Reno in the timber, and how often you saw him on the skirmish line.

A) He was there when the skirmish line was formed. Exactly how long he stayed there I can’t estimate. He was there a few minutes and went into the timber. I did not see him again till we were ready to start out, and then I did not see him, but heard his voice simply.

Q) State whether any men were wounded in crossing the bottom from the timber to the ford, in the march or retreat of Major Reno’s command to the hill.

A) I don’t know. If they were wounded so they fell off their horses, they would be killed. There were several wounded when we got on top of the hill, where they received these wounds I don’t know.

Q) State if anybody stopped on the crossing, or the command was halted, or any part of it, to assist the wounded men.

A) I tried to pick up one of my wounded men, but the Indians killed him before I could get assistance to him.

Q) Did you notice any other cases?

A) No, sir.

Q) State whether any halt was made to determine, when the men fell from the saddles, whether they were killed or wounded.

A) That was the only case where I saw a man fall from his horse.

Q) State whether or not any wounded men were brought in from the bottom to the point of crossing, or the place on the hill where Major Rends command went.

A) When we got to the top of the hill there were several wounded, how they got there, or where they received their wounds, I can’t testify.

Q) State, if you know, who was the first officer who crossed the river, on Major Reno’s retreat to the hill.

A) That I don’t know.

Q) State whether or not there was any halt made at the river.

A) None that I know of. I was in the rear, and when I got across, they were still moving up the hill.

Q) State whether there was any force of soldiers on the other side covering the crossing or protecting it, if so, describe it.

A) None that I know of.

Q) I believe you testified that 27 men were killed in crossing that bottom.

A) That is about the number. That includes one or two killed before we left the timber, that is, one I know and one I heard of.

Q) Do you know whether they were killed in the first instance, or that the bodies of that number were found?

A) The bodies of that number were found.

Q) At the time Major Reno and Captain Benteen united on the hill, how many wounded men were with Major Reno’s command?

A) About 7, I think.

Q) State, if you know, by whose order Captain Weir went down the stream from Major Reno’s position on the hill.

A) I don’t know. I was not near Major Reno when Captain Weir started, and don’t know who gave the order.

Q) Describe the position Captain Weir occupied after going down there, as to elevation, as far as you know.

A) It was a high point.

Q) Was it higher or lower than the one occupied by Major Reno’s command?

A) It was higher.

Q) You stated that the whole column moved down that way after the pack train came up.

A) Yes, sir.

Q) How long was that after Captain Weir moved down?

A) That I don’t know.

Q) Did Captain Weir move before, or after, the pack train came up?

A) It is simply an impression that he went before.

Q) Do you know of your own knowledge that Major Reno was down to that position occupied by Captain Weir’s command, or do you know of your own knowledge that he took any portion of his command there, or ordered any portion of it there?

A) When the general move was made, when we started from where we halted, Major Reno was at the head of the column when we moved out. I took position with my company near the rear of the column. Whether Major Reno continued at the head of the column I don’t know. I did not see him come back.

Q) How long was that particular column you speak of?

A) There were three companies marching in column probably in each company there were 20 files [indicating that other companies had already gone ahead].

Q) Give the approximate length of the column.

A) One hundred and fifty or two hundred yards.

Q) Were you moving with the column?

A) I was in the column, towards the rear.

Q) How far did you move?

A) Till the head of the column halted, which was probably three-fourths of a mile, or a mile.

Q) How near were you to Captain Weir’s company?

A) Within 200 yards of it, I guess [not true].

Q) Was Captain Weir coming back, halting or moving on?

A) At the time they were skirmishing in front.

Q) Did that column of Major Reno’s join in the fight or skirmish there?

A) He prepared to take part in it. My company was sent to a high point to the right. Another company came up on my left and assignments were made. The command then occupied two almost parallel ridges with no way of defending the space between them [again untrue].

Q) The command was separated there?

A) Not exactly. It was in two lines with the end next to the Indians open, and the command was given to fall back to a better position. Where it came from I don’t know.

Q) What was the interval between you and the company on your left?

A) Ten or 15 yards.

Q) It was a continuous line?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did any part of the command actually engage the enemy?

A) I know there was heavy firing on Captain Weir’s company, and I know Captain Godfrey’s company acted as rear guard when the command fell back and they got a heavy fire. There was no firing on the point I occupied at that time.

Q) Was there any other firing there?

A) I don’t remember any.

Q) What were the casualties there?

A) The only one I heard of was a man wounded and left, of Captain Weir’s company.

Q) You testified that the village, in moving away, was two and a half or three miles long and half a mile wide. Was that the entire village?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State what it included.

A) Everything - warriors, squaws, ponies, and everything they had. That is simply an estimate. Several officers were together and we tried to make an estimate of it.

Q) Had you ever before seen a large Indian village moving off over the plain or bottom?

A) No, sir, not in that shape. I had seen them straggling along but never so large a body of Indians as that.

Q) Had you ever seen as many as 2000 or 6000 Indians moving in a regular body to a regular destination?

A) No, sir.

Q) Then, in estimating the number of Indians you saw there, on what do you base your estimate?

A) Principally on information received from the Indians, when I say 9000 warriors.

Q) At the usual proportion of women and children to warriors, what would have been the population of that village?

A) That is what I don’t know. The population of the village I can only get at by the stories the Indians tell, their estimate.

Q) Do you know anything about the proportion of women and children to warriors in a band of Indians?

A) No, sir. I have heard several stories and they state they had 1800 lodges and counted from 5 to 7 warriors to a lodge and there were several wickiups in which visiting bucks were living.

Q) You testified that the firing you heard was to your left?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) From what direction did that sound come with reference to where you found General Custer’s body?

A) It was nearer, and on the opposite side of the stream from where his body was found. I heard probably not over a dozen shots, and they were not in quick succession.

Q) With reference to the position of Major Reno’s command on the hill and the point “B” on the map, what was the direction of the sound?

A) As I stood facing in about the direction General Custer’s body was found, the sound was to my left.

Q) Please state again the effective force that was with General Custer, Major Reno, Captain Benteen, and Captain McDougall at the time the command was divided into battalions on the 25th day of June 1876, and state how you know these facts.

A) I think General Custer had about 225, at least there were about that many reported killed or missing in his fight. Major Reno had somewhere from 110 to 115 including Indian scouts. Captain Benteen had three companies and had a force I think a little larger than Major Reno’s, for I think his companies were slightly larger. Captain McDougall had 40 or 45 men in his company and, with the pack train, ten men from each of the other eleven companies.

Q) Did that include the citizen packers with Captain McDougall?

A) I know there were a few citizen packers, I don’t know the number. I know each company had to do its own packing with a few exceptions.

Questions by the Court:

Q) I would like to find out the exact distance from where Major Reno’s command separated from that of General Custer to where General Custer’s body was found, or the first horse was killed, or the first man was found.

A) There is a part of that country I was never over, so I would have to guess at the distance. I would say it was in the vicinity of six miles.

Q) How much of that distance was parallel to the route traveled by Major Reno, or over the same route?

A) If he separated from, or left the trail, at the point I think he did, he traveled over about half a mile of our trail and then diverged to the right.

Q) At what angle?

A) Almost at a right angle. Then owing to the nature of the country the two trails, after separating some distance, would rather tend towards the same point several miles down the river.

Q) Do you know the rate at which his column marched, or probably marched?

A) No, sir. I simply know how it was moving the last time I saw it.

Q) Was it trotting the last time you saw it?

A) No, sir. General Custer had a very fast walking horse and many of the men were trotting their horses while his was walking.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) Questions have been asked you in reference to the height of the hill on which Captain Weir’s company was, in comparison with the height of the hill on which Major Reno took position. Which was the most advantageous in reference to water?

A) The one on which we made the stand. It was nearer the water. The country was broken. There were ravines coming to the water’s edge and it was through these ravines the men passed out for water.

Q) For the purpose of defense, which was the most advantageous?

A) The point we had.

Q) Is not the firing of pistols by a cavalryman a matter of discretion?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Is it not, under such conditions as the men were placed in that timber?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) If the 28 horse-holders had not fired any of their ammunition, that would leave 28 men fully supplied with ammunition?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Do you know whether some of the men had not already exhausted the cartridges about their persons, and had to go to their saddle bags for more?

A) Not from personal knowledge. I understand so.

Q) Is that your belief?

A) I heard a company commander say he took half his men back to get ammunition.

Q) What company commander was it?

A) Captain Moylan and Lieutenant Varnum.

When the testimony was read back the next day, Wallace corrected his by stating: “I wish to say that Captain Moylan did not say he could go further, but that he could not keep up at the rate we were going – that he needed more men to assist him in caring for his wounded.” 

Wallace was later recalled as a witness by Major Reno’s counsel, and testified as follows:

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) State if you kept the itinerary?

A) I did.

Q) Give it for the 25th of June 1876, showing the time the march was commenced, and the halts and the duration of them [which is one purpose of the itinerary].

A) The march commenced at 8:45 in the morning; the first halt was at 10:07; we started out at 11:45; at 12:05 it [the regiment] halted, and the division into battalions was made, it moved on at 12:12. That is the only record of time I have, there were no more halts made till we went into the fight.

Q) What time do you fix as the commencement of the fight in the timber?

A) I estimate it at about 2:30 [Wallace had earlier testified that Reno received his attack order at 2:15. He could not have been in the timber fifteen minutes later].

Q) Your estimate was made in reference to accurate observations previously made?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) What time do you fix as the time the division of the command was made, what was that division, and at what point was it made?

A) The division was made at 12:05. We had crossed the divide about a quarter of a mile. Probably Captain Benteen was given a battalion, Major Reno was given another, and General Custer went on with the balance.

Q) At what point were you with reference to the crossing “A”?

A) We were some 12 or 15 miles from there.

Q) The entire regiment was together at the time that division was made, was it not?

A) Yes, sir, moving as one regiment.

Q) How was that division made, and what followed, and what orders affected that division?

A) The only part I heard was Lieutenant Cooke, the adjutant, coming to Major Reno and saying his battalion consisted of such companies. I don’t know what orders were given. I know our order was to move on.

Q) Where were you on the morning of the 25th, with reference to Major Reno - up to the time he crossed the Big [Little] Horn and went into the timber?

A) After the division was made, I rode with Lieutenant Hodgson who was Major Reno’s adjutant, and he was riding at the left of Major Reno [see previous comments].

Q) State whether during all that time you were in accurate hearing distance of Major Reno?

A) I was within a few yards of him all the way till we crossed the river.

Q) Who gave the order to cross the river and charge the fleeing Indians?

A) The adjutant, Lieutenant Cooke.

Q) At what point and at what time?

A) A little time after we passed the burning tepee - about two and a half miles from the ford “A” Lieutenant Cooke used the words the Indians are about 2 ½ miles ahead, and I could see the dust there.

Q) What was the difference in time and distance, from the time and place the division into battalions was made?

A) It must have been 9 or 10 miles and it was after 2 o’clock.

Q) Did General Custer communicate in person any orders or directions to Major Reno?

A) Not that I saw or heard.

Q) After Captain Benteen received his battalion, what did he do, if anything?

A) I saw him move to the left.

Q) How soon after that did he pass from sight?

A) It was not a great while - the country was broken, and he soon disappeared from sight.

Q) How long before Major Reno received, through Adjutant Cooke, the order to make the charge?

A) It was nearly 2 hours.

Q) Then Captain Benteen had diverged to the left about 2 hours before the separation of Major Reno’s column from General Custer’s command?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State whether you at any time heard any order to Major Reno to unite with Captain Benteen’s column, or whether you heard any statement to Major Reno that Captain Benteen column was to act in concert with him.

A) I did not.

Q) There was no communication at all between General Custer and Major Reno save through the adjutant?

A) Not that I saw or heard.

Q) If there had been, would you not have heard it?

A) I think I would.

Q) Would you not have noticed any meeting between General Custer and Major Reno?

A) I think so.

Q) You rode to the ford with Major Reno, did you not?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Were there any axes with Major Reno’s column when it crossed the river?

A) No, sir.

Q) Speak with regard to the taking of the ammunition out of the boxes on the hill - were the boxes taken off the mules, and then replaced on the mules without being opened?

A) I saw one box brought up, the lid was fastened on with screws. Some one called for an axe, and the box was split open about half way, and the men came up and helped themselves to what they wanted, till it was all gone.

Q) That was before the command moved down the stream in the direction of General Custer’s battlefield?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) State what evidence you saw of insobriety on the part of Major Reno during any of those engagements.

A) I saw none.

Q) Did you ever hear any intimation that he was under the influence of liquor at any time during the 25th or 26th of June, or at any time during the entire advance?

A) No, sir, I never heard it till the second day of this month.

Q) Where was the first mention you heard of it?

A) In this hotel in Chicago.

Q) State, as far as you can, the character of the ground on which the final stand was made during the afternoon and night of the 25th, and first part of the 26th.

Wallace then made a pencil sketch of the ground, as he recalled it, and the positions of the troops, and explained it all to the Court. This sketch has not been found.

Q) Then, in a vague way, the position can be described as being an elevated piece of ground with a little rise in the center, and the men grouped around that?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Was not the position occupied such that one officer, or the men of one company, could see only a part of what was being done by the remainder of the command?

A) They could only see a portion.

Q) State what, if anything, you saw of Major Reno during the struggle on the hilltop.

A) I saw him once on the afternoon of the 25th, after we came back from the movement downstream. That was soon after we got back. He was on his horse, and went over the ridge. I did not notice him any more that afternoon.

Q) Then that night, or the next day, what did you see of him?

A) During the night of the 25th I did not see him, because soon after dark I went to sleep. The next morning Major Reno came to the rifle pit I occupied, and spent the greater portion of the day there, or about there.

Q) State if there was a general expectation on the part of the command, or on the part of Major Reno, that that part of the line was the one the Indians would attack in greatest force.

A) That was the impression.

Q) State if you saw Major Reno fire a revolver at the time [after] you got on the hill.

A) No, sir, I don’t remember seeing him.

Q) If he had fired a revolver about the time Captain Benteen came up, do you think you would have observed it?

A) I might or might not.

Q) State if you heard Captain Benteen come to Major Reno, and consult him in regard to giving orders - if so, when and under what circumstances?

A) On the 26th I heard something, I don’t remember just what, passed between them about making a charge on some Indians on our side of the line - that was the east side. I can’t give the exact words, but he [Reno] told him [Benteen] he could make the charge, or something to that effect, and the charge was made soon after.

Q) State whether you observed, at any time, any failure on the part of Major Reno to do the duty that was expected and required of a commanding officer?

A) No, sir, I did not.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) Is that memorandum you refer to the original itinerary?

A) No, sir, it is a copy. I did not compare it, but Lieutenant Maguire said it was an exact copy.

Q) Did you make any notations of time from the place where the division was made to the river?

A) No, sir, I only looked at my watch once.

Q) Are you quite positive that you were continuously with Major Reno [and] near enough to him at the crossing, to know what was said, and who talked to him?

A) I had a pretty good idea of what was going on. I heard the order of Lieutenant Cooke.

Q) Are you positive that at the time of that division, or after, there were no orders given by General Custer himself to Major Reno?

A) I am positive General Custer gave him no orders in person.

Q) Are you positive the only order he received was from Lieutenant Cooke?

A) I am pretty positive about it. I saw no one approach him but Lieutenant Cooke, and I saw and heard no other order given.

Q) Do you know where it was that General Custer beckoned Major Reno to come on the opposite side of the tributary?

A) Yes, sir, I remember the time, that was the time I pulled out my watch and looked at it.

Q) Did you see General Custer beckon him over?

A) Yes, sir, and it is my impression an orderly came about the same time with General Custer’s compliments and asked him to go over on the other bank.

Q) Did Major Reno go over?

A) Yes, sir, he moved over with his battalion.

Q) Did he go to General Custer?

A) No, it was to bring his battalion over.

Q) How far was it from General Custer, when he went over?

A) The two battalions went along from 10 to 15 yards apart, the heads of the column about opposite to each other.

Q) Where was General Custer?

A) At the head of his column.

Q) Where was Major Reno?

A) At the head of his column.

Q) Was there not more or less mingling together of the men, and were not some of General Custer’s officers along with Major Reno’s battalion?

A) Some of them started with us.

Q) Did you keep that relative position towards Major Reno and Lieutenant Hodgson?

A) No, sir, Lieutenant Hodgson was sent back.

Q) You were in that relative position towards Major Reno all the way down?

A) Yes, sir. I was within a yard or so of him.

Q) You gave an answer as to what Major Reno expected, do you know that was what he expected, or was that an impression of your own?

A) It seemed to be the impression of two or three officers around there.

Q) Was Major Reno one of them?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) What did he say about it?

A) In a general conversation between Major Reno, Captain Weir, and myself, and I know it was thought that would be a good place for the Indians to come [there seems to have been some confusion as to when the question referred to].

Q) Was that point more dangerous than other points of the line?

A) I don’t know that it was. I think they were all about alike.

Q) You have given a description of the position of the troops. There was a hill or ridge which separated one part of the command from the other. You could see part of it?

A) I could not see all of it.

Q) If you wanted to see the other part of the command, how could you do so?

A) By passing over the ridge.

Q) How often did you see Major Reno pass over that ridge during the time the command was engaged?

A) I have only one time impressed on my memory. He said he was going over the ridge, and when the Indians opened fire on him to return it, and try to keep them down as much as possible, and I remember they did fire on him pretty heavy.

Q) When was it he was with you on the line?

A) On the 26th.

Q) Was he there during the entire fight?

A) He was there the greater part of the time. He left then once or twice. That one time I remember particularly.

Q) Was there any firing going on at that particular time?

A) Yes, sir, some. It was not quite as heavy as it had been, but the moment he started the fire was opened again.

Q) During the afternoon of the 25th where was your position?

A) The same as on the 26th.

Q) How often did you see Major Reno there?

A) Only once, soon after I got in position.

Q) When did you next see him?

A) I don’t remember, till the next morning.

Q) Then you know nothing of what may have occurred between him and any packer, or others in that interval?

A) No, sir, I never heard of it.

Q) How long had you been in the service as an officer at that time?

A) Four years.

Q) What was your rank at that time?

A) Second Lieutenant.

Q) Then in that position, if the commanding officer desired to see his command frequently, he could only do so by going over the ridge frequently?

A) Yes, sir. There may have been one point from which he could have seen the whole of it. I was not there, but that is my impression now.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) You are a graduate of West Point?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Do you pretend to relate all that Major Reno said or did during those engagements?

A) No, sir, only what I heard and saw.

Q) He might have said and done many things you don’t know of?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Were there not opportunities for a commander, with his command placed as Major Reno’s was, to inform himself whether any part of the command was doing its duty without passing around the line?

A) Yes, sir, by the firing and reports of officers and other ways.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) Then there would be a necessity for the commanding officer to know what was going on, and if he did not go out, the officers should have come to him. Is that what I understand you to mean?

A) Yes, sir, about that.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) [Only] If there was any doubt about it?

A) If there was anything going wrong, he would find it out pretty soon.

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) Would the company officers be expected to report the doings of their companies, or would the commanding officer, or someone acting for him, be expected to inform themselves?

A) I don’t think there was any necessity for that. All there was to do was to lie there and wait.

The witness then retired





[CN] 3.114
 [CT] CAPTAIN THOMAS B. WEIR: ALLEGED STATEMENT CONCERNING THE LITTLE HORN FIGHTS AND RENO’S CONDUCT THEREIN, FROM THE FILES OF THE SAINT PAUL PIONEER PRESS AND THE NEW YORK HERALD

One of the great mysteries surrounding the aftermath of the Custer fight is the alleged affidavit of Captain Thomas B. Weir, the officer who initiated the move down the bluffs by the united Reno—Benteen commands. Most writers on the subject of the Little Horn fights say that such an affidavit, or statement, never existed - except in the mind of Frederick Whittaker, who mentioned it peripherally in his 18 May 1878 letter to Congressman W.C. Corlett as follows:

“I have thus given you, as briefly as I can, my reasons for asking this investigation, and the facts I am confident of being able to prove. My witnesses will be all the living officers of the Seventh United States Cavalry who were present at the battle of June 25, including Major Reno and Captain Benteen; myself to prove statements of an officer since deceased, made to me a few days before his death; F.F. Girard, Indian Interpreter to the United States forces; Dr. Porter of Bismarck, D.T., contract surgeon at the battle in question; Lieut. Carland, Sixth Infantry; Sergeant Godman, now of the Signal Service, and others whose names I can find in time for the committee’s session, should the same be ordered.”

While Whittaker mentioned only “statements made to me,” and did not say that he had an affidavit, it was generally-accepted at the time that a written record had been made, and even of what its contents consisted, at least in general terms. This is evidenced by contemporary mentions in the Saint Paul Pioneer Press, which were made with the unstated, but obvious intent, of defusing the anticipated shock certain to be caused by the introduction of the “affidavit” at the Reno Court.

The following items appeared in the Pioneer Press, as indicated, and have not been edited, except as to format and to correct spelling.

30 December 1878: Harrisburg, Pa., Dec. 29. - The Washington correspondent of a New York paper, telegraphed yesterday that Col. Thomas B. Weir, one of the officers commanding a company under Major Reno on the day of the disaster to Custer, had declared before his death, last December, that he was in full view of the fight when he was sent out to reconnoiter during the action, and that he reported to Reno and urged that help be given their comrades. The dying officer is said also to have asserted that Reno refused to make the movement as argued, and was openly accused, at the time, of cowardice, by his own officers. Col. Weir’s statement alleges that when he moved out with his company the sound of the firing from Custer’s column was distinctly heard by the whole command, and that the point from which he obtained a view of the battle was not more than a mile and a half from where Reno’s command lay.

This sworn statement was placed, before Col. Weir’s death [died in New York on 9 December 1876], in the hands of a well-known New York ex-officer of volunteers, who is widely known as an admirer and biographer of the late Gen. Custer, and who solemnly promised Col. Weir not to rest until the matter was officially investigated, and not let the contents of the statement become openly announced until an investigation was ordered. Major Reno, who is here, in a card says the publication of the slander on him is an evident attempt to manufacture public opinion in regard to the Little Big Horn battle, in the face of the official investigation, the court for which is to convene in Chicago soon. He concludes as follows: I pronounce every statement published as emanating from Col. Weir to be absolutely false, and shall so prove to the court of inquiry. Major Reno expresses great confidence in his ability to explode all charges of cowardice and other misconduct.

31 December 1878: Bismarck, D.T., Dec. 30. - The military wire between Bismarck and Buford, beyond Stevenson, has been down for three weeks. The wire was stretched too tight and the contraction by cold snaps it.

That sworn statement of Capt. Thomas B. Weir on the Custer fight was made to O’Kelly, of the New York Herald, in a tent on the banks of the Yellowstone. It was given under the seal of secrecy not to be used until Weir was dead. O’Kelly gave the statement to Whittaker. Weir went without orders with his company to look for Custer. When he was half way back Lieut. Hare arrived with an order from Reno to go to Custer’s assistance. Weir said it was a useless attempt and returned with his command. Lieut. Edgerly was with Weir and will so testify. The officers of the Seventh cavalry summoned to the Chicago inquiry, are Captains Benteen, French, Moylan and McDougall; Lieutenants Hare, Varnum, DeRudio, Edgerly and Wallace.

2 January 1879: In reference to the alleged statement of Col. Weir in regard to the misconduct of col. Reno, a Washington correspondent of the New York Herald says: The statement was placed in the hands of the proper authorities last summer, after the war department had ordered an investigation, and was so startling that an examination was ordered into some of the allegations made. During the past summer a party of officers, including General Nelson A. Miles, colonel of the Fifth infantry, who was then commanding the Yellowstone district; Colonel Edward W. Smith, aide-de-camp to General Terry, and Lieutenant Edward Maguire, corps of engineers, chief engineer officer on General Terry’s staff, visited the Little Big Horn and made a series of experiments and measurements, with results which seem fully to prove the assertions made by Colonel Weir, and other surviving officers of the ill-fated regiment who were present at the battle. The distance between the points where Reno retreated to and remained, and where Custer fought and fell, was accurately measured, and is found to be much less than has always been claimed by Reno in his reports. It was also demonstrated, as refuting Reno’s statement in his official report that the distance between the two commands was so great that he could not hear the firing of Custer’s column, that a single shot from a carbine or pistol could be plainly heard from either point, in nearly every condition of the wind.

The following named officers have been ordered to Chicago to testify in this case: Colonel E.W. Smith, aide-de-camp, and Lieutenant Maguire, corps of engineers of General Terry’s staff, and the following of the Seventh cavalry: Colonel Frederick W. Benteen, Captain Thomas H. French, Myles Moylan, Edward S. Godfrey and G. Mathey, and First Lieutenant Charles C. DeRudio, George D. Wallace, Charles A. Varnum, and Luther H. Hare.

3 January 1879: Harrisburg, Pa., Dec. 28 - Major Marcus A. Reno, who resides in this city, informed the Herald correspondent that the telegram from Washington asserting that Col. Weir, who commanded a company under Reno, had charged him with cowardice at the Little Big Horn battle does him great injustice, and he asks that the following card be given a place in the Herald.

Harrrisburg, Pa., Dec. 28, 1878

To the Editor of the Herald:

Do you think it is just or fair to lend the columns of your paper to the publication of what is an evident attempt to manufacture public opinion in regard to the Little Big Horn battle, in the face of an official investigation, the court for which is soon to convene? I pronounce every statement published in your issue of to-day emanating from Col. Weir to be absolutely false, and shall so prove to the court of inquiry.

M.A. Reno, Major Seventh Cavalry.

Major Reno appears confident of a complete vindication at the hands of the court of inquiry, to meet in Chicago on the 13th of January.

This reprinting of Reno’s “card” when the Pioneer Press had already printed its substance, served as a double rebuttal to the allegations supposedly “emanating from” Thomas Weir.

8 January 1879: Granting that Capt. Weir made the statement reflecting upon Major Reno at the Little Big Horn fight, there are plenty of witnesses, Lieut. Hare, Lieut. Edgerly, and others living, who will testify that Weir’s voice from the grave is mistaken. There are also witnesses who can testify that Weir made statements in the club room at fort Lincoln acquitting Reno, or at least contradicting his posthumous evidence. Poor Weir was a brave and scholarly officer, not equaled by the flower of the Seventh cavalry, but he was too often under the influence of liquor to leave an unbroken chain of evidence behind him. His sworn statement has been no secret at Lincoln. It is said that Whittaker, Custer’s biographer, doesn’t expect much of the Reno inquiry. He looks upon it as a whitewashing affair, and expects a congressional investigation to clear up the mystery. He has promised one, and will make his fight before a court of the people. He will bring up the intelligent rank and file.

Everybody will be summoned, and everybody will be investigated.

The often-alluded-to “sworn statement” of Captain Weir never, so far as I can tell, surfaced. Whittaker was not given the opportunity to introduce anything at the Reno inquiry except a set of seven questions to be asked of George Herendeen [see Appendix 3.55 for testimony also Appendices 3.52/53/54], and never published the Weir statement. The question remains: was there any such statement?

A great many people seemed to accept that there was a statement from Weir and either took steps to refute it or to investigate the charges it contained. That is made abundantly clear from the Pioneer Press articles quoted above. If it did exist, where did it go? If it is true that Miles’ 1878 visit to the battlefield was a result of the affidavit being “placed in the hands of the proper authorities,” then perhaps a copy lies in some forgotten folder in the National Archives or some military repository somewhere.

The reporter for the Herald mentioned in the articles, James J. O’Kelly, arrived at General Terry’s camp on 1 August 1876 and spent several weeks with the column. Although he did not mention any written statement by Weir, which is perhaps not surprising if he had been sworn to secrecy, O’Kelly did spend a lot of time with the officers and men of the 7th, and based on what he heard while hanging around the fringes of their conversations, as well as on personal interviews with them, he arrived at some conclusions as to what transpired at the Little Horn. These he did publish and they are not very much at odds with what was presumed to be contained in Weir’s statement. It seems highly likely that Weir was a prime source for O’Kelly and it may be that O’Kelly’s account, which appeared in the New York Herald 21 September 1876, gave rise to the belief, or at least the speculation, that Weir gave him something in writing. Maybe O’Kelly’s article was, in fact, a simple rewording of Weir’s statement, leaving out the matter of attribution.

As a researcher I tend to be more receptive to positive evidence than to negative evidence, while not necessarily blindly accepting either. For example, I would give stronger weight to statements that “I saw such-and-such” than to statements that “I didn’t see such-and-such.” The absence of evidence does not prove that something did not happen, or exist, while the presence of evidence would tend to show that it did. The presence of Robert Jackson at the Little Horn and of Custer’s black servant woman, Mary, at the mouth of the Rosebud are prime examples of where positive evidence outweighs negative. In the case of Weir’s affidavit, the evidence tends to show that Weir did make a written statement to someone, either O’Kelly or Whittaker, otherwise we would not see so many references to it and to what it contained - indeed, even a published statement that it spurred an investigation on the battlefield.

The O’Kelly article is reproduced in part below: I have edited out extraneous material, but have changed or omitted nothing of historical importance. 

It must also be noted that Captain Weir was in his cups much of the time on Terry’s laughable “campaign” following the Custer disaster. He was obviously a bitter and broken man and his death on 9 December 1876 was at least partially attributable to alcohol abuse. O’Kelly’s article, whether or not based upon statements from Weir, must be taken with a grain of salt, as indeed must all accounts of the fights on the Little Horn. It is rare to find any accounts not tainted by some form of bias or self-interest.

No confidence can be placed in the Official Report of the battle of the 25th of June. It is full of inaccuracies and has been read with something approaching astonishment by the men who took part in the fight. If the public want to know the whole truth about the Custer Massacre, there must be a full and searching investigation. If such investigation should be held, startling revelations may be looked for.

The story of Custer’s fight and death is still unwritten. Your correspondent has gleaned some important facts…but the officers of the regiment will give no information unless they are compelled to do so. From the day the Herald correspondent arrived in the camp of the 7th Cavalry, he sedulously sought such information as would enable him to place this grave question in its true light, and fix the responsibility of the disaster…The task was beset with difficulties…Men there were who could tell the whole truth, but they were soldiers. It was their duty to be silent. They were obliged to speak the official language. They were loyal to their regiment. There was a secret, and they felt themselves bound in honor to be silent. It was also in their interest. Was it not known that the men who had in life been the enemies of the dead Custer were more than ever his enemies now that he was dead? How then could a mere subaltern [“subleton” and indicating an underling. In the British Army, the term indicated a very junior officer] dare to express an opinion? He must speak official language or he must prepare to be jumped, that is, pounced upon at some unwary moment, and treated with the full rigor of military law, driven from his profession, and made a beggar upon the world after years of meritorious service. What wonder that men who know the whole truth refuse to speak their own thoughts…?

But, little by little, the truth came out. Words spoken at every unguarded moment and dropped in the heat of argument, simple questions answered by officers and men, and the whole joined together and connected, has produced the conviction that there was a blundering, want of soldierly sympathy, a failure on the part of men to do their duty, a lukewarmness in supporting General Custer that might be called by an ugly name. The whole truth of the Custer Massacre will never be known unless the American Public demand a full and searching investigation, when every man who was in the fight…will be compelled to tell what he knows. There is buried with the dead a terrible secret, but the witnesses still live, and the government can learn the whole truth, if the government wants to know if either Custer, or the men who survived him, must be made responsible for the lives lost on the Little Big Horn, and now, while the witnesses are alive, is the time to settle the question, forever.

That Custer was justified in making the attack on the village will hardly be questioned by any officer who has had any experience in Indian fighting. On the point, the opinion of officers of the Seventh Cavalry is unanimous. Even today [September 1876] they believe that had the six hundred men who rode after Custer’s flag come into contact, as a body, with the Indians, success would not have been doubtful for a moment. The question, therefore, hinges on the description of the troops in the actual fight, and this naturally involves the consideration of how far Custer’s plans were carried out by his subordinate officers and what amount of cooperation he received at their hands.

There is a story of the fight in the bottom, about which various versions are given, even by those who happened to be engaged in it. An investigation would throw some curious light on the actions of prominent actors, and bring out, in bold relief, names that have scarcely been mentioned in connection with the fight, or the rout as one may choose to view it.

According to the Official Report, the three companies in the bottom, under Major Reno, were overwhelmed by a mass of Indians, and compelled to take to the woods. A prominent actor in the fight assured me that when the skirmish line retired to the woods, there were not fifty Indians actually engaged with Reno’s command. It is extremely doubtful whether more than one man had been struck by a hostile bullet when the skirmish line retired to the woods. Nearly all the men were killed while getting their horses, or on the way to the ford. There was a great deal of confusion, and the ride to the ford was something like a stampede with Reno at the head. Opinions are divided also as to whether the position at the point of the woods in the bottom was tenable or not. One cool-headed man assured me that fifty men could have held it against five hundred Indians. The mass of Indians who moved into the bottom took no part in the fight against Reno’s command. As they moved out from their village, they caught sight of Custer on the bluffs, and turned off to meet him, to prevent him falling on their women and children. The story that they first overwhelmed Reno and then turned on Custer is pronounced a fiction.

Some of Reno’s command fought with great bravery, especially Captain French, who was the last man to cross the ford in retreat. He remained behind his company, and at times was completely surrounded by Indians. Major Reno led the run to the bluffs, as he tells us in his Official Report, and there it is called a Charge, though there were no Indians between the bluffs and the retreating cavalry to charge. When the retreat began from the skirmish line, only one man is known to have been wounded. The number of Indians actually engaged with troops at this point did not exceed sixty (60). All the men who were killed in this command fell on getting their horses, and while they were retreating across the ford to the bluffs, except the wounded man, who was abandoned in the retreat [there were several wounded men abandoned, as well as more than a dozen who were unhurt but mostly without mounts].

The handling of the troops on this occasion has been very severely criticized. On entering the bottom, they were first deployed as skirmishers, and then mounted and dismounted several times within a few minutes without any apparent cause. The soldiers were withdrawn from skirmish line after they had fired a few shots at the Indians, who were a long way off, and there was no defense of the woods worthy of the name. All this conspired to demoralize the troops, and the manner in which the retreat was conducted caused it to degenerate into a stampede. There is a strong impression that had a tougher fight been made in the bottom, the Indians could not have overwhelmed Custer with their whole force. It must be kept well in mind that the whole Indian force withdrew and concentrated to attack Custer as soon as Reno had retreated to the bluffs. The statement that the Indians remained in front of Reno’s position firing dropping shots, is absolutely contradicted by officers who were present. The Indians left Reno severely alone on his hill, and for an hour, heavy firing was distinctly audible in the direction Custer had taken.

According to Captain Benteen’s own statement, he arrived on the field at the moment when Reno’s command were escaping up the heights, and immediately joined his forces with those of Major Reno. There were then six (6) companies, increased soon to seven (7) by the arrival of Captain McDougall with the pack train; that is to say, there was a force more numerous than that with General Custer [command was virtually useless, however]. Yet no serious effort was made to reach him.

When Reno’s command took position on the hill, the Indians disappeared and went over the range of lower hills that hid Custer and his gallant men from view of his seven companies that were drawn up upon the hill under Reno, with not an enemy in view, with not a soul to bar the way, while the roll of the rifle volleys across the hills told that Custer and his men were fighting for their lives.

In the Official Report, furnished by Major Reno, it stated that Company D of the Seventh Cavalry was sent forward to open communication with General Custer. This statement is inaccurate. It is true that ‘D’ Company, of its own accord, and without orders, did move forward to the crest of the hill which hid Custer and the men who died with him from the rest of the command; but they did so, only when tired with the inaction of Colonel Reno’s command while rifle volleys were telling that their comrades were being done to death. Yet three hundred horsemen, under Major Reno, were standing on a hill, not four (4) miles away from where General Custer fell, with not an Indian opposing their advance. When D Company went forward without orders, precious time had been lost, and the order sent after this company was delivered when the company was returning. Custer’s force was then destroyed, but had the seven companies, under Major Reno, advanced when Captain Benteen’s battalion came up, there is no doubt that they could have arrived at Custer’s battlefield in time to take part in the fight. If Reno thought it possible for one company to open communication with General Custer, why did he not try to join with his seven companies? Why was the mass of horsemen kept idle on the hill for a space of time, calculated at two hours, not hurled into the fight when they first arrived? What were seven companies of cavalry doing, gathered upon a hill, when four miles away their comrades were fighting desperately for their lives? When some members of D Company reached the summit of a range of low hills…they saw, some two miles away, crowds of Indians on a hill, which is now thought to be the hill where Custer died. The Indians were riding hither and thither, and, on the plains, masses of mounted men were swaying back and forth, and straggling shots were fired from time to time. It was the end of the tragedy. The last victims were being offered up. From this, it is clear that if seven companies, instead of halting upon a hill, had advanced at a gallop, to where the firing was heard, instead of halting an hour or two…they could have arrived in ample time to have cooperated with Custer. There was nothing to prevent them from doing so. The fifty or sixty Indians who had stampeded Major Reno’s command had gone to take part in the fight against Custer, and Major Reno and his command were left absolutely free until Custer’s men had been massacred, when the whole Indian force returned to attack the men who had been standing idle for two hours…How this came to pass and who was the responsible person must be answered by a searching investigation.

Captain Benteen also, who, in defense of the hill, won golden opinions for his great courage and coolness, will have…to explain why his battalion failed to appear at an earlier hour on the battlefield? He had returned to the main trail, and was following in Custer’s wake before the fight began, and could not, at any time, have been, during the fight, more than seven or eight miles distant from where Custer fell. About seven miles from Custer’s battlefield Captain Benteen watered his horses at a pool in the road. All the battalion was halted. Boston Custer rode up, spoke with several officers, and then rode on Captain Benteen received Custer’s last written order - Hurry up. Big Village. Bring up the packs.’ - that order was practically ignored. Captain Benteen and his battalion walked at the ordinary marching pace until the point was reached where Reno’s fleeing men were seen; then, in combined force, halted for two hours, and took no further part in the battle until the Indians came back and attacked them. No effort was made to join Custer…and had the companies advanced when they assembled on the hill, they could also have taken part in the fight, and Custer might be living today. Why Major Reno’s command failed to move to the assistance of the general remains to be explained, and a searching investigation would bring to light other and equally startling revelations with regard to the conduct of some of the prominent actors in the fight.

[CN] 3.115
 [CT] WHITE BULL, MNICOUJOU LAKOTA: NARRATIVES AS GIVEN TO WALTER S. CAMPBELL [STANLEY VESTAL], 1930 AND 1932

In 1934, Walter S. Campbell, under the name of Stanley Vestal, published a book titled “Warpath The True Story of the Fighting Sioux Told in a Biography of Chief White Bull” purporting to be just what the title said. Campbell’s work was based upon extensive interviews with Joseph White Bull, the subject and only a small portion of the volume is given over to an account of the Little Horn fights. Campbell’s notes and sketch maps may be found among his personal papers in The University of Oklahoma Libraries.

The accounts which are reproduced below are taken from both the text of Warpath and from the notes upon which that work was based. There are some discrepancies between the two sources - one in particular in the description of the man supposed to have been Armstrong Custer - and some passages in the interview notes which are certainly open to alternative interpretations from those given by Campbell. As often mentioned elsewhere in these appendices, many Indian accounts are very difficult to interpret because the interviewers failed to elicit explanations and/or details from the subject. White Bull’s narrative is often somewhat cloudy and Campbell proves to be just as remiss in his interview technique as most of the others who had access to battle participants. That the spelling in the notes is often rather problematic (I have corrected the spelling) is also a drawback to researchers. Be that as it may, White Bull’s accounts are still gripping, informative and among those which must form part of any credible research effort. White Bull was in his eighties when interviewed by Campbell and about twenty-seven in 1876.

I have given the excerpted passages from Warpath first, followed by the 1930 and 1932 interviews. A short passage from the ‘Foreword to Warpath’ written by Raymond J. DeMallie in 1984 is also included, in order to address the matter of White Bull as Custer’s killer, although White Bull’s own description of what he did after the encounter seem to be conclusive in the matter - showing that the man he killed was definitely not Custer. Warpath is written in the third person and the interviews are transcribed both in the first and third persons. All are based on White Bull’s words.

FROM: “WARPATH: THE STORY OF…” BY STANLEY VESTAL (WALTER S. CAMPBELL)

…The Sioux and Cheyenne had pitched their camps, three miles of tipis, circle on circle, in the wide flats along the east bank of the Little Big Horn River [they were on the west]…Their scouts reported that Crook was retreating, and, though they knew that other troops were in their country, they did not expect them that day. Besides, they were not afraid, there were too many Indians in the camp…

It was not yet time for the midday watering when White Bull, watching his horses north of the camp, heard a man yelling the alarm. Immediately he jumped on his best running horse, a fast bay, and ran his ponies back to camp. Before he reached it, everyone in camp had seen the tower of dust coming from the south, and below it the blue shirts of soldiers, the flash of rifle-barrels in the bright sunshine. The column of soldiers spread into a line, smoke burst from it, and White Bull heard the noise of the carbines.

All through that great camp was the confusion of complete surprise. Old men were shouting commands and advice, young men running to catch up their horses, women and children streaming away to the north afoot and on horseback, trying to escape the soldiers…

White Bull saw his own family started to safety, then sped up-river hard as he could ride to the camp of his uncle, Sitting Bull, which the soldiers were already nearing. There, he knew, his father’s tipi stood on the north side of the circle. By the time he arrived, the women and children had fled, and about a thousand warriors were gathering to resist the troops, whose bullets were already crashing through the tipis too high to hurt anyone. When White Bull reached the south end of the great camp, he saw a lively fight going on in the open, where the Ree and Crow Government Indian scouts were trying to run off the Sioux ponies. Everything was smothered in a great cloud of dust and smoke as the Indians on both sides dashed back and forth, fighting for their horses. Already some of the Cheyennes and Sioux had been shot down by the Rees, and the white soldiers, firing from the saddle, kept advancing, pushing the Sioux back. But before long the Sioux had gathered in such numbers that the Rees retreated, leaving most of the ponies to their enemies. Immediately after, the soldiers dismounted and formed a line in the open facing the north. White Bull saw them set up a flag (guidon).

White Bull yelled aloud, ‘Whoever is a brave man will go get that flag.’ But everybody was busy. Nobody volunteered, and before he himself could do anything the soldiers moved the flag, falling back into the timber along the river. By this time great numbers of Indians had gathered. Some of them made charges toward the troops while others stood and fired. After some hot fighting on foot in the timber, Major Reno’s troopers climbed into their saddles and fled south up the river, looking for a place to cross. The moment they turned tail, the swarming Sioux were on their heels, striking them with war-clubs and the butts of their guns, shooting arrows into them, riding them down. The soldiers did not wait to resist. It was like a buffalo hunt. Away they went, plunging through the river and up the steep, sprawling ridges of the high bluff to the top. Most of them got over, ran up the bluff and dug in. But three soldiers kept up the west bank on the level. White Bull took after these. There was one soldier on a gray horse [perhaps a trumpeter]. White Bull singled him out for his victim and fired, but failed to hit him.

Just then the foremost Indians halted and White Bull heard some one behind him yelling that troops were coming from the east toward the north end of the camp three miles down-river. White Bull was near the water and turned downstream with the rest to meet this new danger. Some of the Indians rode through all the camps and crossed the stream above them to block Custer’s advance. White Bull and others crossed almost at once, streaming up the ravine to strike Custer on the flank. As he advanced, he saw Custer’s five troops trotting along the bluffs parallel to the river. White Bull saw there would be a big fight. He stopped, unsaddled his horse, and stripped off his leggins. He thought he could fight better so.

The Indians rode in many small parties, streaming northeast up the ravine toward the troops passing along the ridge. With White Bull rode Iron Lightning, Owns-Horn, Shoots-Bear-as-He-Runs, and two Cheyennes. They rode up the ravine with a great horde of warriors. Most of Custer’s five troops of cavalry had passed the head of the ravine by the time White Bull was near enough to shoot at the soldiers. From where he was, the soldiers seemed to form four groups of mounted men, heading northwest along the ridge. He was shooting at the group in the rear (Lieutenant James Calhoun’s command).

All the Indians were shooting, and White Bull saw two soldiers fall from their horses. The soldiers fired back from the saddle. Their fire was so effective that some of the Indians, including White Bull, fell back to the south. Soon after, the white men halted. Some of them got off their horses to fight. By this time the Indians were all around the soldiers. Many were between the camp and the troopers, ready to defend the ford. Others took their stand wherever they could obtain cover, each small party acting independently.

When White Bull was driven out of the ravine by the fire of Lieutenant Calhoun’s men, he rode south and worked his way over to the east of that officer’s command, and there joined a party of warriors with Crazy Horse. By this time a large number of Indians were gathering around Calhoun’s troops. They were particularly numerous south of him. The troopers at the tail of the column were falling back along the ridge, leaving their dead and wounded behind them, trying to join forces with Keogh’s troop. Keogh’s men were fighting on foot.

Seeing these soldiers on the run, White Bull, in bravado, dashed across their line between the two troops, hugging the neck of his fleet pony. They fired at him, but missed him. He circled back to his comrades. Encouraged by his success in this desperate stunt, he called out, ‘This time I will not turn back,’ and charged at a run on the fleeing troopers of the last company. When the Sioux heard him yelling and saw him dashing forward, many of them followed. This charge seemed to break the morale of the survivors of Calhoun’s troop. They all ran to join Keogh, every man for himself, afoot and on horseback. All around, the Sioux were firing, dropping the fleeing soldiers.

One of the Sioux shot a mounted trooper. White Bull saw the man waver in his saddle, and, quirting his pony, raced forward to strike him and count the first coup. Before he could reach the trooper, the dying man fell from his saddle. White Bull reined in his pony, jumped down, and struck the body with his quirt, yelling, ‘Onhey! I have overcome this one.’ He took the man’s revolver and cartridge-belt. Did-Not-Go-Home struck this enemy immediately after; he counted the second coup…

By that time the last of Calhoun’s men had joined Keogh’s troopers, and all together they were falling back northwestward along the ridge to their comrades of the third group. A bugle blared. Those soldiers who still had horses were mounting. White Bull found himself side by side with Chief Crazy Horse. Knowing him for one of the bravest of the Sioux, White Bull dared Crazy Horse to lead a charge. Crazy Horse refused. White Bull led the charge himself.

He saw a mounted trooper left behind; his horse had played out. White Bull charged this man; Crazy Horse followed him. As White Bull dashed up from the rear, the trooper tried to turn in his saddle and bring his carbine to bear on White Bull. But before he could shoot, White Bull was alongside, seized him by the shoulders of his blue coat, and jerked furiously, trying to unhorse the man. The soldier fired in the air, and with a scream fell from his horse. Crazy Horse struck this man second. White Bull had outdone the famous chief.

Some troopers were left afoot. One of these, finding the Indians all around him, stood turning from side to side, threatening them with his carbine. In that way he kept his enemies at a distance. However, White Bull was not daunted. He rode straight for the soldier. At close quarters the trooper fired. White Bull dodged: the ball missed him. A moment later he flung the shoulders of his horse against the trooper and rode him down. Bear Lice counted the second Coup.

The remnants of Calhoun’s and Keogh’s troops had now joined the troopers around Custer to the north and west, near where the monument is now. The fourth mass of soldiers (the commands of Captain G.W. Yates, Captain Tom Custer, and Lieutenant A.E. Smith) was then below these, down the hill toward the river. The air was full of dust and smoke. Here and there a wounded man had been unhorsed and left behind.

One of these men, bleeding from a wound in the left thigh, with a revolver in one hand and a carbine in the other, stood all alone, shooting at the Indians. They could not get at him. White Bull dashed up behind the man, who did not see him come. White Bull rode him down. Brave Crow counted the second coup on this enemy.

By this time all the troopers on the hill had let their horses go. They lay down and kept shooting. White Bull was to the east of them, Crazy Horse at his side. Then White Bull charged alone through the soldiers at a gallop. It was all open ground. He lay close to his horse neck and passed the troopers within a dozen feet, but was not hit.

The horses turned loose by the soldiers - bays, sorrels, and grays - were running in all directions. Many of the Indians stopped shooting and chased these loose horses. White Bull tried to head some off, but the Indians swarmed in ahead of him. He caught only one sorrel. The firing was very hot, so hot that, immediately after, White Bull’s horse was shot down. The animal was shot through the foreshoulder and chest, through the ribs, and through the head just behind the ears. White Bull was left afoot. Other Indians had dismounted. It was hand-to-hand fighting by that time. White Bull rushed in.

A tall, well-built soldier on foot tried to bluff White Bull, aiming his carbine at him. But when White Bull rushed the man, he threw his gun at him without shooting. They caught hold of each other and wrestled together there in the twilight of dust and smoke. The soldier was brave and strong. He tried to wrest White Bull’s gun from him, and almost succeeded. But White Bull lashed the enemy across the face with his quirt. The soldier let go, then grabbed White Bull’s gun with both hands, until White Bull struck him again. But the soldier was desperate: he struck White Bull with his fists on the jaw and shoulders, seized him by his long hair with both hands, drew his face close, and tried to bite his nose off. White Bull thought his time had come. He yelled for help: ‘Hey, hey, come over and help me!’ He thought the soldier would kill him.

Bear Lice and Crow Boy heard his call and came running to his aid. They tried to hit the soldier, but in the rough-and-tumble most of their blows fell on White Bull. He was dizzy from the blows, but yelled as loud as he could to scare his enemy. At last he freed himself, struck the soldier several times on the head with his pistol, knocked him over, took his gun and cartridge-belt. Hawk-Stays-Up struck second. That was a close shave, a hard fight, but White Bull says: ‘It was a glorious battle, I enjoyed it. I was picking up head-feathers right and left that day’ [earned by his feats of bravery and first coups].

Then for a time all the soldiers stood together on the hill near where the monument is now, ringed in by the Sioux, dying bravely one by one, as the Indians poured a hail of lead and arrows into their dwindling strength. They lay or knelt on the bare ridge, firing across the bodies of dead horses or taking cover behind the shallow shelter of a fallen comrade, selling their lives dearly. Only a few remained alive.

A Cheyenne named Bearded-Man charged these soldiers. He rushed right in among them and was killed there. His body lay in the midst of the soldiers. When the fight was over, The Sioux found him there. They did not recognize his body. They thought he was an Indian Government scout. Little Crow, brother of Chief Hump, scalped Bearded-Man. Afterward, when Little Crow realized his mistake, he gave the scalp to the dead man’s parents.

By this time many of the Indians had armed themselves with carbines and revolvers taken from the dead…The volume of their fire constantly increased, while that of the soldiers diminished. White Bull lay in a ravine pumping bullets into the crowd around Custer, always aiming at the heart. He was one of those who shot down the group in which Custer made his last stand.

All this time White Bull was between the river and the soldiers on the hill. The few remaining troopers seemed to despair of holding their position on the hilltop. Ten of them jumped up and came down the ravine toward White Bull, shooting all the time. Two soldiers were in the lead, one of them wounded and bleeding from the mouth. White Bull and a Cheyenne waited for them. When they came near, he shot one; the Cheyenne shot the other. Both ran forward. White Bull struck first on one soldier. But the Cheyenne beat him on the other one. He got only the second coup. The eight remaining soldiers kept on coming, forcing White Bull out of the ravine onto the ridge.

White Bull snatched up the dead soldier’s gun and started up the hill. Suddenly he stumbled and fell. His leg was numb, it had no feeling in it. He searched himself for wounds, but could find none. Then he saw that his ankle was swelling. The skin was not broken, only bruised. He had been hit by a spent ball.

He found a shallow ditch, crawled into it, and lay there until all the soldiers were killed. At the time he stopped fighting, only ten soldiers were on their feet. They were the last ones alive. The fight began before noon and lasted only about an hour, he says.

…Though he was in the thick of the fighting…he did not see a single soldier commit suicide. ‘The soldiers seemed tired,’ he says, ‘but they fought to the end. ‘However Did-Not-Go-Home saw one soldier shoot himself. He was running away, horseback. The Indians were chasing him, when all at once he put his revolver to his head, pulled the trigger, and fell from his saddle, dead. (This was probably Lieutenant H.M. Harrington.) The Indians seemed puzzled by the man’s action…He says he did not see anyone mutilating the dead. He thinks that the parents of Indians killed in the fight must have gone up there later and mutilated some of the soldiers. On the hilltop he met his relative, Bad Soup (Bad Juice). Bad Soup had been around Fort Abraham Lincoln and knew Long Hair (General Custer) by sight. The two of them found Custer lying on his back, naked. Bad Soup pointed him out and said: ‘Long Hair thought he was the greatest man in the world. Now he lies there.’ They did not scalp Custer, because his hair was cut short…

FROM THE FOREWORD TO WARPATH, I984, by Raymond J. DeMallie:

Concerning White Bull, Vestal cherished the notion that the old chief…actually had been the slayer of Custer…In letters he revealed to friends that White Bull had in fact admitted to killing Long Hair…but that to protect the old chief from harm Vestal had vowed not to reveal the truth until the old man was dead.

In 1956 Vestal had the opportunity to revise the historical record when the University of Oklahoma Press decided to reprint Sitting Bull. He added a section to the description of the Custer fight…in which White Bull grappled hand-to-hand with a “tall, well-built soldier…” In the revised edition of Sitting Bull…the description is augmented to read a “tall, well-built soldier with yellow hair and a mustache…” The revision continues with White Bull visiting the field after the battle…In the first edition of Sitting Bull, Bad Soup identifies Custer‘s body…in the revision, Vestal added a comment which he attributes to White Bull: “If that is Long Hair, I am the man who killed him…”

Examination of the transcript of Vestal’s interviews with White Bull fails to provide any evidence to support the claim that White Bull considered himself Custer’s killer…In telling about the struggle with the soldier whom Vestal later identified as Custer…White Bull did not describe his physical appearance at all. In the section of the interviews in which Bad Soup identifies the body supposed to be Custer’s, White Bull commented, “This man had no mustache.” There is no mention in the transcript of White Bull’s identifying the body as that of the man he had killed…

After White Bull reached camp with his saddle and leggins, he rode to the bluff and took part in the fight with Reno’s men. He remained there all night.

After fighting all night and part of the morning against the soldiers entrenched with Major Reno on the bluff, White Bull came back to his tipi and went to sleep…

EXCERPTS FROM THE 1930 INTERVIEW WITH WALTER S. CAMPBELL (STANLEY VESTAL).

…White Bull got up about daybreak and took his father-in-law‘s horses up in the breaks. There were forty in all…He took them north of the camp along the river…about a half mile from camp …they were on the west side…about 125 yards from the water.

While he was herding horses, he heard a man yell, and so he went up the river to where the Hunkpapas were, and Sitting Bull was there. They were up to something, and so White Bull started his horses home and got one of his running horses, and he heard guns shooting and saw the women running and yelling, ready to leave.

…When the soldiers [Reno’s] came to the crossing, they were seen, and by the time they crossed, they had most of the horses caught and White Bull was at the Hunkpapa camp…riding a bay horse and a 17 loading-gun [a Henry rifle held 16 cartidges, whereas a Winchester ’66 or ’73 held 15]. When White Bull got to Sitting Bull’s place, White Bull’s two brothers were there. Sitting Bull said, “Get busy and do something!”

The first shots of the soldiers went through the tepees, so no one was hurt, but Three Bears was killed down by where White Bull was. When he heard the man across the river, the man had his bay with him and the boy was killed, and this was about three miles from the camp. The boy’s name was Deeds. Brown Arse was the boy’s father [this is obviously a reference to the horse-hunter who gave the warning to the camps, but the warning was given at the opposite end of the camps to where White Bull had his horses, so it is difficult to explain]. After Three Bears was shot, Dog with Horns was shot.

A lot of people there together. White Bull does not know, but he thinks that there were three Indian Scouts that took away about ten head of horses. Chased by Owl was killed. White Bull was killed (not this man) [the White Bull who was killed was a Hunkpapa. There was also at least one other White Bull in the fights – see Appendix 3.9]. When they started fighting, Three Bears Dog with Horns were killed, and after they started for them, White Bull and Swift Bear were shot by a Ree Scout. White Bull does not know the Ree, Bloody Knife.

A Cheyenne [possibly Little Whirlwind] was killed after Swift Bear and also a Ree soldier [enlisted scout]. White Eagle was killed also. The Ree’s name that shot the two Indians was Buffalo Cloud [the identity of this scout cannot be stated definitely, except that it was either Bob-tailed Bull or Little Brave, since Bloody Knife, the only other Ree fatality was killed in the timber near Reno]. The Ree was shot down and the Sioux captured the Ree’s horse first, and then they went for the Ree and he shot two of them. The Sioux was White Eagle Elk Stands on Top were killed; but they don’t know who killed Ree. The Ree that killed Elk Stands on Top was killed right afterwards.

Some of the white soldiers would shoot from the saddle. When the soldiers shot and moved the Sioux back a little, and then they set up a flag, and White Bull said who is a brave man will get that flag. But no one went, and in a few minutes the soldiers came and got it again. The soldiers got as close to the camp as the store from here [the interview was conducted at the Cheyenne River agency and no frame of reference is available]. These soldiers were not Custer’s. when they got off and set their flag and the Indians were about to chase them, and then the soldiers took their run and there were about three who could not get across and ran down the west side, and White Bull chased them until the leaders stopped.

White Bull did not kill anything; but he wanted to kill a soldier on a gray horse, but he could not hit him. After they stopped from chasing these three, they rest, and Custer was coming but they rest their horses and then started toward Custer, and they shot two of Custer’s men before the army stopped [one wonders if this meant before Reno stopped or Custer stopped].

The women and children were about half a mile, and Custer stopped about straight across from the camp. There were four companies. Custer was in the 2nd from the north. After they were killed, that took a look and (on the map) was where Custer was laying.

The Indians see the women folks, and they stay between the troops and the women [the women and children were either already in, or headed for, a dry creek bed on the west side of the river, north of the Cheyenne camp. It is now called Squaw Creek]. White Bull was on the east end, and…took a center run, but they did not hit him. The second time, he said he was not going to turn back. He charged on the last company. When White Bull start, the rest of the Indians start, and the last bunch run to the 2nd bunch, and the 2nd runs to the 3rd, and all the soldiers get on their horses, and when they were between the two companies, White Bull pulls a white off his horse.

When the 1st reached the 2nd, they don’t run straight. Some run toward the river and they were all killed. White Bull killed a man before he pull the man off his horse. The 4th. company went to the 3rd co in the draw and they don’t go any farther [White Bull telescopes and jumps time periods throughout this interview. Some writers believe that the reference here is to Deep Ravine, but that is simply ridiculous since there were never two companies fighting in or around deep ravine and there is a big difference between a draw and a ravine. I believe that this reference is to Calhoun’s falling back on Keogh, while the “1st reached the 2nd” comment refers to Smith and Custer].

Between the 2nd and 3rd after he pulled the man off his horse - White Bull captured a gun and belt from a dead soldier. White Bull had two 1st. The 4th co had lost their horses. They had white horses - that was the grey horse troop [Smith’s company did not lose their horses, despite the reference to white horses it was Calhoun’s that lost their remaining horses virtually en masse, at least those on Calhoun Hill did].

White Bull was chasing horses, and an Indian came in front…and cut him out. The 3rd company had bay and white horses at the time, but they soon lost them. Sorrels, bays, and whites were in the 3rd company from the 1st and 2nd.

Before the 3rd company turned their horses loose, they ran south and all except one was killed; but the horse was shot from under him. This might have been the man where the man fought from the hill. Butler must have been from the 2nd or 3rd company [Butler was from L Company, which could not have been 2 or 3], but White Bull did not see him. White Bull did not. Down at Reno there was two soldiers got away, and the Indians killed one and the other killed himself, according to Did Not Go Home, who chased them.

The white men from the 1st and 2nd company were on horseback. They still had their horses when they got to the 4th company, and then they run from the 3rd company and they were all killed down the draw [this seems to refer to the oft-cited movement of some survivors from Custer Hill heading for the river and being supposedly killed in Deep Ravine, although it is very difficult to reconcile this description with the ostensibly- companies 3 and 4. I think it’s probably easier to just look at the big picture that White Bull presents and forget about trying to analyze it to death]. The last one killed was close to the river. This made White Bull feel good, and he was picking up head feathers right along [for coups]…

The 1st company was charged by White Bull and his band. The 4th company start to run toward the hill. Most of them don’t get to the top, and they lay down and start shooting, and White Bull was on the east side and Crazy Horse wanted to charge. But Crazy Horse backed out, but White Bull went on the run. They were about the nearest horses when Crazy Horse was talking. They were on level ground. He was on the same horse as when Reno came.

When he rode thru, the space was about as close as cross to this house. He was leaning on top of the horse, leaning down. When Indians lean on the side of the horse, they would hold both hands on the horse’s mane. White Bull has heard that they shot under the horse’s neck. He was riding bareback and had a bridle on the horse.

After he goes thru, he joins the group of Indians on the other side, and the 3rd company started running down the hill [one wonders if during the interview, White Bull or the interpreter kept changing the reference numbers for the companies. He had previously referred to this movement as having been made by the remnant of companies 1 and 2], and White Bull ran over a soldier on horseback…

The boys kept on encouraging each other, saying, “try!” After he ran over the soldier, White Bull’s horse was shot down and [he] was on foot. Then he saw Bear Lice coming, leading one of the soldiers’ horses. It was a bay, and Bear Lice gave White Bull this horse and start again and started for a soldier; but the soldier was shot before White Bull got there, but White Bull struck him.

After he struck the soldier, (another) was stand, protecting himself; so he jumped off the borrowed horse and started for him on foot…The soldier was shooting, and White Bull got close and the soldier threw his gun at him, and White Bull started to fight. White Bull had a gun in his right hand and whip in left hand, and the soldier was trying to knock the gun out of White Bull; but White Bull hit him in the neck, and the soldier had on a coat [this encounter has been put forward by Campbell as a fight to the death with Armstrong Custer, but it took place too far down the hill to have been Custer - see following. Besides, Custer was not wearing a coat].

White Bull was yelling, so Crow Boy and Bear Lice came over to hit the soldier, and they hit White Bull also. The reason they called Crow Boy: White Bull said, “Hey-hey, come over and help me!” twice. This was when the man was about to get White Bull’s gun. It was the custom to call out when they struck a man they call, “White Bull to strike the enemy first!” and 2nd, or 3rd. Some say to touch this enemy clear enough [calling out for coup recognition/verification is not necessary].

After he shot this soldier, White Bull gets his pistol and belt and starts for the enemy, and all that were left were in the draw, and White Bull and his group got in front of the enemy. White Bull saw two soldiers coming, so they got down and waited for them to get closer, and shot one and at the same time a Cheyenne shot the other one. So they both went up and got 1st coup on the one they shot, and 2nd on the other. White Bull got soldier’s gun [he should have had four or five pieces of soldier armament by this time, in addition to his own repeating rifle and two cartridge belts which he carried into the fights] and went up the hill, and when he got up the hill he could not feel his leg; it had been hit, but the flesh was not broken but it was swelling; so he laid in a ditch and laid there until the battle was over and the Indians were going.

With horses brought, White Bull on his horse. There were about ten soldiers that chased White Bull up the hill. These were the last ones to live. The fight lasted about an hour, the sun was before noon. There were a few cartridges in the belts. The soldiers wore caps…

White Bull wanted his horse and went back to the battle ground to get his saddle and leggings that he had thrown off; and they went over to where they had been the most close fighting was going on.

Bad Soup pointed at Custer and said that he thought he was the greatest man in the world, but there he is. This was Sitting Bull’s brother-in-law. All of Custer’s clothing were taken. This man had no mustache. White Bull got his saddle and leggings and got two pair of pants. Washed them in the river and brought them home to his father.

White Bull did not see anyone cut up the dead soldiers, but he thinks that maybe the parents of dead Indians might have gone up there and did it…

This interview also contains a detailed account of White Bull’s feats of the day and the coups counted, as well as descriptions of the pictographs depicting them. White Bull’s well-known casualty list is part of this interview record, but it is so incomplete that I saw no point in reproducing it. There are any number of other dead counts from other Indian sources and they are all equally credible.

EXCERPTS FROM THE 1932 INTERVIEW NOTES OF WALTER S. CAMPBELL.

These excerpts are often in conflict with the previous accounts.

…Reno hit camp about 10:30. Horses all out on prairie. Known that soldiers would come that day. Scouts saw them coming at sundance ground [on Rosebud!]. Three scouts, one of which was Owns Bobtail Horse. Scouts saw Custer coming three days before…

When we were standing on side of hill, we saw another troop moving from east to north where camp was moving, and we charged; it was Custer. We went down east side of the river and we rode straight to Custer. Was three miles from where we left Reno to Custer. Chased Custer indefinite distance. Could not see Custer as he was in company. But about mile from Custer to hill. Still riding in a walking and trotting, still close together. Custer did not stop before they reached. They kept shooting as Custer kept moving…

Some Indians went up draw to Custer, White Bull with them- a lot of them. When up in draw, Custer saw them and took shots at them, so they moved back south a ways. Custer at standstill and get off horses to shoot; then get back on made four companies, and one company was shooting at them in the draw [this might describe preliminary skirmishing at Luce Ridge and Blummer/Nye/Cartwright Ridge]. Doesn’t know color of horses in company. On with the battle! After they shoot us back, I left my bunch work around to the east and throw in with another, and now many bunches on south and west took charge at one company and drove them back to where Custer monument is. There was much dust…and we rode among them and pulled them off their horses…

I jerked a soldier off his horse, and after he fell, Crazy Horse counted second coup, and later ran through all them. Crazy Horse no feather; loose hair, ordinary face, face spotted [lightning and hailstones], carried a gun. Crazy Horse counted coup on White Bull’s second. Crazy Horse ran through infantry [dismounted troopers] after counted coup, and followed by White Bull, from north toward west…

…(Custer’s horses) not fast and did not notice if tired. White Bull got one sorrel, good horse; this was not Custer’s; had saddlebags on it, shells and bullets in saddlebags. Got good gun. No trouble with cartridges sticking. Had gun been fired when he got it? Yes, empties all. Not many cartridges around soldiers [Indians customarily carried off the “brass” for reloading later], and got some pistols that had not been used. Many cartridge belts and few used [see 1930 where he says “There were a few cartridges in the belts”]…

Did not know who white general was. Did not see him. Soldiers not very good fighters, and most were drunk and scared when saw so many Indians. Did not know of whiskey on soldiers, nor smell it afterwards. Asked to comment on the white men’s way of fighting, White Bull responded: Don’t know how to fight. Saw lots of them. Mistakes? Should act more lively like Indians; but too many orders and don’t try to save themselves. They stand up straight and run straight - easy to shoot them; half obey orders and half don’t (deploying, he means?) Either is just shooting, but in hand-to-hand fighting, Crow worse…

War started about 9 or 10, and lasted till about noon. Never did see Sitting Bull in whole fight. Sitting Bull never told White Bull about his part in fight. When soldiers first came, Sitting Bull take one twin and ride away? Must be so as Sitting Bull and I were there; then I left and did not see Sitting Bull again. Ever know Sitting Bull to be a coward? No. Was Sitting Bull on hill making medicine during battle? No. Just talk. Sitting Bull shot through foot and was not healing right, so Sitting Bull could not run. One reason Sitting Bull not in fight, if not, was taking women and children back, then went to fight…

Where monument stands, another Indian showed White Bull Custer’s body; clothing had been taken away and Custer was lying naked. After shown Custer’s body to White Bull, this Indian, Bad Juice, often was with soldiers. Later White Bull: “Is that a good horse?” and Indian said, “I know it is good horse as it was Long Hair’s.” Sounds the Ground as he Walks had Custer’s horse - a Santee, son of Inkpa Luta. White Bull had never seen Custer before; neither other Hunkpapas, nor Sitting Bull, I think…

[CN] 3.116
 [CT] WHITE MAN RUNS HIM, CROW SCOUT: NARRATIVES

Like most of the Crow scouts at the Little Horn, White Man Runs Him was a young man, aged about 21. He was one of the four Crows to go with Custer after Reno was ordered to the attack and he has left several interesting accounts of what happened afterward, as well as some very useful information relative to the advance of the regiment from the divide.

Three of these accounts are reproduced below. The first is a brief statement given to Walter Camp, undated, but probably from August 1909, when Camp interviewed others of the Crow scouts. Camp also refers to having obtained a story from White Man Runs Him in a letter to C.A. Woodruff written in 1910, so obviously the interview had taken place before then.

In any event, the Camp account is very brief. The later accounts, both from 1919, were given to Hugh Scott and Tim McCoy. The narratives are reproduced here with a minimum of editing and are followed by a short commentary.

FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH WALTER MASON CAMP CA. 1909.

…Four Crows went with Custer after separating from Reno. Went with Custer all way to mouth Dry Creek and Custer’s fight started about 500 ft. downstream from there (pointing out distance to me as he talked). Custer sat on bluff and saw all of Reno’s valley fight.

Mitch Bouyer told us we need not stay and fight but to go and get to Reno if possible. Bouyer said he would stay with the soldiers and fight with them. Sioux began crossing at Ford B [reference is to Camp’s “interview” map - this is the ford at Medicine Tail] and below and soon were getting on all sides of Custer. There was much excitement among the soldiers.

We went back and met Benteen and had some talk through some soldier who could talk a little of Crow. Half Yellow Face and White Swan had not yet come out of the valley when we left. Then we cut a big circle over toward east and early next morning saw soldiers on Big Horn at mouth of Little Big Horn. Thought they were Sioux and swam across and later yelled over to Gibbon’s Crows and told them of Custer’s fight. We supposed they must all be killed, and we accordingly told Gibbon’s men this.

FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH GENERAL HUGH L. SCOTT ON THE GROUND IN 1919, AS INTERPRETED BY RUSSELL WHITE BEAR

[On the South Side of Reno Creek, About 1 1/4 Miles From the Mouth].

Reno Creek is called by the Indians the Creek of Many Ash Trees, or Ash Creek, because the wood is hard…

Custer came down Reno Creek along the north side to a little flat between the north and south forks of the creek, where he stopped for a short rest. This was about 1 1/4 miles from the mouth of the creek where it flows into the Little Big Horn river. (He pointed out the flat). He looked down the creek and saw dust rising near the mouth of the creek and he called Half Yellow Face, the leader of the Crows, to him and asked what the dust was. Half Yellow Face said “The Sioux must be running away.” Custer then said to them, “I am through with my scouts, you have brought me to the Sioux. I will throw my left wing (Reno) south in case the Sioux should go south.” Then Reno started south and crossed the creek just below the flat. He (Custer) called Half Yellow Face and White Swan and told them to go over to the ridge and see if the Sioux camp was there. They started, but instead of going over to the ridge, they followed Reno and that was the last we saw of them until the trouble was over. Then Custer started moving toward the ridge. Mitch Boyer noticed the scouts Custer had sent to look over the ridge had followed Reno, so he (Boyer) called me, Curley, Goes Ahead, and Hairy Moccasin and said, “Let us go over to the ridge and look at the lodges.” When we reached there we saw that the lodges were over in the valley quite a ways down the river, so we went on ahead, Custer following. This was about 9:15 A.M. (old time). Custer moved slowly and took his time and stopped occasionally. He did not leave that place until Reno had started skirmishing. Reno was fighting long before Custer moved. That was about 1:00 P.M. I went with Custer as far as Custer Creek and then came back with the other Scouts. We met some soldiers (Reno’s men) [actually Benteen’s command] on our way to the pack train. We were up on the hill with Reno all the afternoon.

[Note; by the interpreter and stenographer: While White Man Runs Him was talking, Curley often interrupted him and laughed and said he was telling many lies. Then he became sulky and went back and got in the machine. General Scott told them to talk one at a time. We could not see any real material difference in the stories of the two scouts, although there seemed to be a great deal of feeling between the two.

On being questioned, White Man Runs Him said the 3 scouts Hairy Moccasin, Goes Ahead and himself, stayed and fought with Reno. White Swan and Half Yellow Face were down in the trees near the Little Horn where they were fortifying and fighting].

[On the North Fork of Upper Reno Creek].

Custer followed down the Lodge Pole Trail which goes down Reno Creek to the Little Horn River. The lodge where the dead Sioux was found was near where we saw the pack train. The trail often crossed the creek down the valley. Custer was led into the pocket near the last point north of the Wolf Mountains. It heads up near the lookout. Crook fought the Sioux village on the Rosebud and Custer followed the Sioux from the Rosebud. Custer came in a southwesterly direction through a pass to the head of the north fork of Upper Reno Creek. This pass follows up Davis Creek from the Rosebud and is fairly smooth. Cha tish!; Crow word for the Wolf Mountains, or Wolf Hair Mountains [also Chetish Mountains, the derivation is obvious].

[At the Pocket Below Custer Lookout] [Crows Nest]

Q) Did Custer come in here himself? Show me where he came in.

A) Custer came up the valley from the other side but did not come in with the horses. The soldiers stopped this side of the creek north of the point. Custer did not climb clear to the top. He came up far enough to see over and down the valley.

Note: There are six pines in the coulee leading to the pocket, which winds right behind the ridge which Custer climbed from the other side.)

[On the Ridge, the Point to the Right Where the Scouts First Came].

Q) Who led the horses into the pocket?

A) An Army officer (Varnum), Mitch Boyer and myself…

Q) How did you know the place? Is it such a good hiding place?

A) I am acquainted with all the country here.

Q) How did you know you could see the Little Horn?

A) The Crows often hid their horses here during the campaigns and I had been here many times before [the reference to “campaigns” here is to Crow horse-stealing raids against the Sioux]…

Q) What did you see when it became light?

A) We could see the smoke from the camp of the Sioux in the Little Horn Valley. We also saw two Sioux out there by the lone tree. (Due west 1 1/2 miles). From this point we moved to a point to the left and by that time the Sioux had gone down Davis Creek toward the soldiers camp. The soldiers and the Sioux met.

Q) Where did Custer come?

A) He came up Davis Creek and stopped opposite the point. We went down and told him about the smoke, and Custer came up part way, far enough to see the smoke.

Q) What time was that?

A) The sun was just up; a little after 6:00.

[On the Point to the Left; Custer’s Lookout]

The officer who led us into the pocket had a large nose and a long moustache.

Q) Could you see any horses?

A) Yes, we could see some white horses on the other side of the Little Horn River. The horses were on the hill.

Q) Was it a clear day?

A) Yes; nice and clear. We also saw 6 Sioux to the northeast over on the other side of Tullocks Creek.

Q) Any buffalo in the country then?

A) Yes; the Sioux were hunting them and they were going ahead of the Sioux.

Q) Where were the buffalo?

A) Over to the north and northeast on Tullocks Creek.

Q) Did you come up on the point with Custer?

A) I went down and reported to Custer what we saw, and Custer came up to see.

Q) What did they call Mitch Boyer?

A) Ca pay [Boyer’s Crow name is also seen as Ka Pesh].

Q) What did the scouts say to each other up here on the point?

A) I told Mitch Boyer it would be a good thing if they would hide here until night and then surprise the camp. Then the two Sioux appeared over there and I said we had better hurry and get over there just as soon as possible. We did not know whether Custer would listen, but if we hadn’t seen the two Sioux we would have suggested to him to stay here all day and make a night march. I was judging from the Indian campaigns and warfare. Custer always advised them not to bother anyone to keep out of sight if possible, but if the enemy saw them to go ahead and fire into them. If the Indians came up on them here, they could do nothing with them.

Q) What brought them here in the first place?

A) We decided to come here when we were below Busby. We know this place. We knew we could see very far from up here. Night was coming on when we were at Busby. We reached here about 2:00 in the morning.

Q) Were you following any trail?

A) We were trailing the Indians down the Lodge Pole trail and horse trail. This was the regular trail from the Rosebud over on to the Little Horn. On June 24, Hairy Moccasin, Goes Ahead and I rode some soldiers’ horses and came to that peak and then rode back. The soldiers were just below Busby.

Q) What did you see?

A) We were not sure whether the Sioux were camping there. It was late and we could not see so well. We knew the trail and the way the Sioux were moving, but were not sure which way they went. Mitch Boyer and the officer and I left Custer at Busby about sundown on the 24th. I was one of the oldest scouts and I did most of the advance scouting. I was very familiar with this country…and I told Custer he had better go down Reno Creek and then he could wait this side of the divide before going into the Little Horn Valley. The soldiers moved fast down Reno Creek, their horses trotting all the time. Our ponies were loping most of the time. The Sioux tell the story that the soldiers made their first appearance when the laziest were just getting up, about 9 or 10 o’clock in the morning. I do not know how long Custer left with his outfit, but I was with Reno and stayed there quite late; about 7 or 8, near sundown. Then I came toward the east. The first time we stopped on the bluff when Mitch Boyer left us to go to Custer, and before we returned to Reno those nearest began to run. Custer’s men did not fire at all on this side. Custer believed that Reno’s command was all killed because they were retreating into the bluff and the dust was flying. The scouts believed that Reno’s outfit was all killed. It was hard to tell because the dust was flying and they were retreating so fast. I know for sure that Custer went right to the river bank. I saw him go that far. The Sioux were right across the river. Then Custer fired. That was the first firing Custer did. If it wasn’t for Mitch Boyer most likely I would be there with Custer buried, but Mitch Boyer told us to go back. There were only three of us, Hairy Moccasin, Goes ahead and myself. We did not see Curley. Mitch Boyer told us to go back. He said “you go back to the pack train and let the soldiers fight.” We went back and met some soldiers and soon after that the pack train was there. If those soldiers hadn’t turned back and been reinforced by the pack train they would all have been killed. The Sioux were coming up fast. Curley would have been one of the live ones because he was with the Arickarees and the horses. There were older men with me and they all said my story was true as much as they could remember in all the excitement; but I did not see Curley at all when he went back to the pack train. The Arapahoes [Arikaras] said they took the horses and went on to the Rosebud Junction (near Lame Deer). When they left with the horses they hurried and by evening they were where the Rosebud flows into the Yellowstone. They said Curley was with them. After the Sioux had killed all of Custer’s men they had better guns and they came back and killed more of us than they did before. Hairy Moccasin and Goes Ahead tell the same story as I tell. I tell the story from the scout’s standpoint. While there were many things happening during the day, I try to tell a general outline of the campaign, but I cannot remember every detail. When we were fortified with Reno and the soldiers got real thirsty they would volunteer to get water and many were killed while getting the water. I left Reno and went down where the Little Horn flows into the Big Horn. The next morning I was there. It was just daybreak, I could see the soldiers just across there-Terry’s outfit…

Q) Did the Scouts think there were too many Indians for Custer to fight?

A) Yes; from Garryowen down the valley were camps and camps and camps. There was a big camp in a circle near the west hills.

Q) How many warriors?

A) I would say between 4000 and 5000, maybe more. You can ask Curley about that if you care to do so.

Q) Why did you leave Reno?

A) Because I could get no water and I wanted to go down and get some water.

Q) Were the Sioux on this side?

A) No; north, west and south. Only a few were on the east and I had a chance to get away.

Q) Who was with you?

A) Hairy Moccasin and Goes Ahead.

Q) Did you walk?

A) No; we were on horseback.

Q) Was it light or dark?

A) It was just about sundown. It must have been about 8:00 o’clock.

Q) Where did Curley go?

A) I do not know. The Arapahoes [Arikaras] told me Curley went as far as the Junction (Rosebud and Yellowstone).

[At the Site of the Lodge Where the Sioux was Buried]

Note: Located 9 miles down the north fork of Upper Reno Creek from Custer’s point. On a flat near where Upper Reno forks into the south and north streams.)

The lodge was not burned by the scouts but by the soldiers.

[At Reno’s Battlefield]

Q) Where did the Sioux go when General Terry came up?

A) They went up the Little Horn River.

Q) Did you find any dead bodies and evidence?

A) I was not here then.

Q) Where did you last see Custer here?

A) Over there when he was going down the draw where he made his first charge.

Q) Where did Reno go around the flat at the left of the divide?

A) Out across the river at the mouth of Reno Creek near the present Spear camp.

Q) Where did he dismount first?

A) Just over the divide near the woods in the valley.

Q) Where did he cross coming back?

A) No particular place. The soldiers stampeded and they scattered coming back. They crossed at the foot of the bluffs.

Q) Can you see where he fortified himself?

A) Yes.

[Curley answers a few questions at this point, describing some facets of Custer’s movement down the bluffs. White Man Runs Him then says:] Curley left us up on Reno Creek. I do not like to quarrel with Curley, but that is the truth.

[At the Mouth of Custer Creek or Medicine Tail Creek, 4 miles from Reno‘s Intrenchment]

Q) How far down did Custer go?

A) Right down to the river.

Q) How far did they come?

A) They came down the ravine to the river here and started back.

Q) What did the scouts do then? Where was Mitch Boyer?

A) He was on that point there.

Q) Where was Curley?

A) He was back on the ridge.

Q) Where did you go then?

A) I went back.

Q) Why?

A) Mitch Boyer said “You go back; I am going down to Custer.”

Q) Did you see Reno go to the bluffs then?

A) No. I saw him fighting across the river but didn’t know he had retreated back to the bluffs.

Q) When Custer came down here could he hear the shooting over there?

A) Didn’t pay much attention; everybody around us was shooting and no one could tell the place where most of the firing was done.

WHITE MAN RUNS HIM’S 1919 NARRATIVE AS COMPILED BY COLONEL TIM MCCOY, “WRITTEN INTO CONTINUITY FROM THE QUESTIONS ASKED”

Although this narrative presumably came from interviews conducted at the same time as General Scott’s, probably even the same interviews, there are a few more details in this account than in Scott and the “writing into continuity” done by McCoy seems to have put the data into a more logical sequence. I can only hope that McCoy did not manufacture some of the details which appear here, for they do tend to make the story more credible in toto.

…I shall speak only the truth in telling what I know of the fight on the Little Big Horn where General Custer was killed. Curley, who was with us, will tell you that I do not lie.

The scouts with General Custer were all Crows and Arikaras. Mitch Boyer, a half-breed Sioux, was Chief of Scouts. The Crow Scouts were Half Yellow Face, White Swan, Goes Ahead, Hairy Moccasin, Curley and I, White Man Runs Him.

On June 24th we were camped just below Busby, and Hairy Moccasin, Goes Ahead and I took some soldiers’ horses and rode to a high point on the divide between the Rosebud and the Little Horn. This place was used by the Crows as a look-out during campaigns, and from it you could see for miles around. In this hill was a pocket where horses could be hidden. We knew the trail and the way the Sioux were moving, but were not sure which way they went. When we reached the Crow look-out the light was not good and we could not see much, so we returned to camp and reported.

Just after sun-down Mitch Boyer and an army officer with a long mustache and a large nose (Captain [Lieut.] Varnum) left the camp with me and started back for the look-out. I know this country well, so I acted as guide. We followed down the Lodge Pole trail, which was the regular trail from the Rosebud across to the Little Horn, and reached the look-out about two o’clock in the morning. Our horses were led into the pocket where they were hidden, and we lay down to wait for daylight. As soon as it became light enough to see, we could make out smoke from the Sioux camp down in the Little Horn Valley and could see some white horses on the other side of the Little Horn River. We also saw two Sioux about one mile and a half west moving down Davis Creek toward the soldiers’ camp and six other Sioux to the northeast over on Tullock Fork. The soldiers had marched during the night and were now camped a little below us on Davis Creek. We could see the smoke of their camp-fires as they cooked breakfast. In a little while we saw the soldiers marching up Davis Creek, and Custer stopped opposite our look-out. I went down and told him about the smoke we had seen from the Sioux camp. This was about six o’clock in the morning. Custer came up the hill far enough to see over and down the valley. When he saw the Sioux village, he said: “These people are very troublesome and bother the Crows and white people. I am going to teach them a lesson today. I will whip them and will build a fort at the junction where the Little Horn flows into the Big Horn, and you Crows may then live in peace.” He said he would finish the Sioux trouble. We scouts thought there were too many Indians for Custer to fight. There were camps and camps and camps. One big camp was in a circle near the west hills. I would say there were between four thousand and five thousand warriors, maybe more, I do not know. It was the biggest Indian camp I have ever seen. If we had not seen the two Sioux scouts earlier [they were a man and a boy out looking for stray horses] in the morning, I would have advised Custer to hide at this point all day, and then surprise the camp at night, but since these scouts had seen the soldiers it was no use to wait longer. I was one of the oldest of the scouts and did most of the advance scouting. I knew this country very well, so I told Custer [all conversations with Custer were necessarily made through Mitch Boyer] he had better go down Ash Creek (Reno Creek), then he could wait this side of the Divide [here he means the ridges immediately east of the Little Horn, not the divide between Davis and Ash Creeks] before going into the Little Horn Valley. Custer moved forward, the soldiers going at a fast trot down Ash Creek. Our ponies were much smaller than the horses ridden by the soldiers, so we had to gallop most of the time to keep up. Custer followed down the Lodge Pole Trail, which goes down the North Fork of Upper Ash Creek. This trail comes from the Rosebud up Davis Creek through a pass to the North Fork of Upper Ash Creek, then down to Ash Creek to the Little Horn River and is fairly smooth.

About nine miles down the Upper Fork of Ash Creek, we found a lodge with a dead Indian inside. He had probably died from wounds received in the battle with General Crook on the Rosebud June 17th [it must be noted that no one in Custer’s command had any knowledge of this fight until long after the Custer battle. White Man is speaking from hindsight here]. As we passed by, some soldiers set fire to this lodge.

Custer halted his command on a small flat about a mile and a quarter from the mouth of Ash Creek, and ordered Major Reno to swing out to the left, cross the Little Horn and attack the upper end of the Sioux village [White Man could not know what orders Reno was given, since he didn’t speak anything but Crow. He could judge only by what transpired and from hindsight]. He saw some dust rising near the mouth of the Creek and called Half Yellow Face to him and asked what the dust was. Half Yellow Face said: “The Sioux must be running away.” But Custer said: “I will throw my left wing (Reno) south in case the Sioux should go that way.” [White Man is most likely stating what he himself would have done: he had no way of knowing what Custer thought or said. See previous note] Then Reno moved out and crossed the Creek just below the flat. Custer then called White Swan and told him and Half Yellow Face to go over to the ridge and see what was going on in the Sioux camp. They started, but instead of going over to the ridge as they were told, they followed Reno, and that was the last we saw of them until the trouble was over. Then Custer started moving toward the ridge. Mitch Boyer (Chief of Scouts) noticed the scouts whom Custer had sent to look over the ridge, had followed Reno, so he called Curley, Goes Ahead, Hairy Moccasin and me and said: “Let us go over to the ridge and look at the lodges.” When we reached there, we saw that the lodges were over in the valley quite a ways down the river, so we moved on ahead, Custer following. This was about nine o’clock in the morning. Custer moved slowly, taking lots of time and stopping occasionally. He did not leave that place until Reno had started fighting. Before Reno left Custer on the flat, another body of soldiers had been ordered away towards the left, but we were far in advance at that time, so I do not know where they went (This was Captain Benteen). Custer and his brother went to the right of us and halted on a small hill. His troops were moving forward below him. Custer turned around as he reached the top of the hill and waved his hat, and the soldiers at the bottom of the hill waved their hats and shouted. Custer then proceeded on up the ridge and his men followed. They were moving rapidly, and the scouts were forced to gallop their ponies sometimes to keep up with them. At a certain point on the ridge they turned to the right and rode down a coulee in a northern direction. The scouts took up a position on the high bluffs where we could look down into the Sioux camp. As we followed along on the high ground, Custer had come down Medicine Tail Creek and was moving toward the river. The Indians saw him there, and all began running that way. There were thousands of them. Custer tried to cross the river at the mouth of Medicine Tail Creek, but was unable to do so. This was the last we saw of Custer. Mitch Boyer said to us:

“You scouts need go no farther. You have guided Custer here, and your work is finished, so you had better go back to the pack-train and let the soldiers do the fighting.” He (Mitch Boyer) said that he was going down to join Custer, and turning his horse galloped away. That is the last time we saw Mitch Boyer. He was killed with Custer over on the ridge. We went back along the ridge and found Reno’s men entrenched there. We stayed there all afternoon. It was very hot and the soldiers had no water. When they got very thirsty, some would volunteer to go to the river and fill the canteens. Many soldiers were killed trying to get water.

After sun-down that night I slipped through the Indian line and swung around towards the north, and the next morning at day-break I was down where the Little Horn flows into the Big Horn [both Scott and McCoy, whose version comes apparently from the Scott interviews, have mixed in a short passage from Curley’s statement in error here, dealing with Curley’s actions several days later at the camp on the Yellowstone. There is absolutely no question of this error, although nobody seems to have noticed it all these years, so I have excised that portion of the narrative]…

I have heard many people say that Curley was the only survivor of this battle, but Curley was not in the battle. Just about the time Reno attacked the village, Curley with some Arikara scouts ran off a big band of Sioux ponies and rode away with them. Some of the Arikaras, whom I met afterwards, told me that Curley went with them as far as the Junction (where the Rosebud joins the Yellowstone River). I did not see Curley again until the next fall, when I met him up on the Yellowstone in the camp of the Mountain Crows, so Curley did not see much of the battle…

There are a great many serious errors in these narratives and I believe that many of them arose from White Man Runs Him inserting information and actions he learned about later into the accounts as if he had known or seen those things first-hand. There are also a couple of what must be classified as outright falsehoods, the most glaring being that the three Crows, White Man, Hairy Moccasin and Goes Ahead remained with Reno for the rest of the day until “just about sundown.” In fact they left before the Weir advance took place. This is indisputable, since all of their accounts say that they left before White Swan and Half Yellow Face had come out of the bottom, and in fact they reported that these two fellow scouts had been killed - not only to Bradley’s Crows, but to the families of the supposed victims - while, in truth, White Swan and Half Yellow Face came out of the valley in time to be in the Weir advance. There is also no question about White Man seeing the first actions in the Custer fight: he positively did not! Not only is he directly contradicted by Goes Ahead [see Appendix 3.40] but by the time elements as well. He also varies in the substance of what he supposedly saw, at one point saying that “there was considerable excitement among the soldiers” during the firing at the ford, and at another saying that the last they saw of Custer was his descent into “the draw over there.”

Despite the errors and deliberate fabrications, these accounts are extremely valuable, particularly when taken in context with those of the other Crows and of the Arikaras as well. Many of the Arikara stories mention the Crows, and a careful sturdy of all of these accounts is necessary to winnow out the chaff and get to the kernels of truth. 

[CN] 3.117
 [CT] FREDERICK WHITTAKER: ANONYMOUS NARRATIVES FROM HIS LIFE OF GENERAL CUSTER, 1876

Frederick Whittaker’s “A Complete Life of Gen. George A. Custer” was the first of the many Custer biographies, having been published late in 1876. Over the years, it has gained a reputation as being pretty much a hero-worshipping endeavor and hardly worthy of consideration by any serious student of Custer or the fights on the Little Horn. In fact, it should be required reading for any serious student or researcher, despite its heavy reliance on Custer’s own writings. The book raised many questions in its time, particularly as to what Reno and Benteen had done or not done during the fights. The Reno Court of Inquiry was supposed to have answered those questions, but it did not do so to the satisfaction of many, including Whittaker. Furthermore, time has shown that author Whittaker’s questions and criticisms were very well directed, no matter what his personal or professional motivation might have been.

Whittaker’s work also includes some material furnished him by correspondents whom he does not identify, except in the general terms often used by writers of his day. Today, we might call them “usually reliable sources.” I have reproduced three excerpts from these narratives, giving them exactly as they appear in Whittaker’s volume. They deal with Reno’s action in the valley and the studied impression gained of the action on Custer field by an officer who went over the ground, obviously in 1876.

I have neither edited the accounts nor added any commentary. 

BY “AN OFFICER PRESENT WITH THE EXPEDITION, WHO EXAMINED THE GROUND, BUT WHOSE NAME WE PREFER TO WITHHOLD FOR THE PRESENT.”

He [Reno] marched until he came to the village, dismounted and occupied a timber bottom, which completely sheltered him and his horses. Girard (the interpreter) says, corroborated by Herndon, a scout, not many Indians in sight at this time, and firing at 500 and 600 yards. So long was the range that Charley Reynolds, another scout, said, “No use firing at this range; we will have a better chance by and by.” An officer present says that Reno mounted and dismounted, and then mounted again in hot haste, and made what figures in his report as a “charge.” He is the only person I have heard call it by that name. The surgeon present says there was only one man wounded before Reno abandoned the timber, and his loss begun when he was making the charge, men and horses shot from behind. Think of the charge they must have made, across the Little Horn, and were checked in their flight by Benteen running into them. I say running into them, because it was mere accident. But where was Custer? He moved down to the lower end of the village from three to four miles. How long did Reno engage the Sioux village? Not over thirty minutes. What is the conclusion? That Reno was in and out of the fight before Custer was engaged. If further proof is wanting, it is found in the fact that Reno says in his report he heard Custer’s firing from the top of the hill to which he had retreated.

FROM A LETTER FROM “ANOTHER OFFICER PRESENT WITH MAJOR RENO.”

…the author has received a letter from another officer present with Major Reno, in response to one asking several detailed and specific questions as to the fight in the bottom, the subsequent halt on the hill, and the possibility of cooperation with Custer on the part of Reno and Benteen. This letter is especially valuable, because written with Major Reno’s sanction and knowledge, and representing his side of the question as fully as could be desired. In the expression of opinion on probabilities this officer coincides with Reno, but his facts corroborate those stated by the other officer, whose opinions are exactly opposite. The facts furnished by Major Reno’s friend are as follows:

“At the time Reno ceased his forward movement, no man had been killed or wounded, but the cloud of dust denoted an immense number of Indians a short way off, and several times that number between us and that cloud, which was over the village, advancing in their peculiar manner and passing to our left and rear The command was dismounted, the horses placed in a wood, and the men deployed on foot across the plain. The number of Indians continued to increase, and to surround us. Colonel Reno ordered us to prepare to mount, which of course took every one to the wood. We were mounted as though to charge, and an instant afterward dismounted, and I supposed we were to fight it out there, when a fire opened from the rear through the brush…We were ordered to mount. I was by the side of Colonel Reno, going out of the wood, and asked if we were to charge through. He said yes, and the command moved, Colonel Reno leading. I was here separated from the command for a time, and on turning towards it, saw it moving towards the ford that led to the hill. The column was fighting at close range from all sides. I rejoined with difficulty, and following close along the rear to the ford, and here the confusion began. Previously the men had kept in column, using their pistols. When the ford was reached, it was each man for himself. In passing up the hill, beyond the river, horses and men were joined together, and some of the hindmost suffered necessarily.

“GIVEN BY AN OFFICER OF THE GENERAL STAFF WHO EXAMINED THE GROUND.”

From this point he [Custer] was driven back to make successive stands on the higher ground. His line of retreat stretches from the river to the spot indicated on the map as that where he fell. On the line of retreat, Calhoun’s company seems to have been thrown across it to check the Indians. At a distance of about three-quarters of a mile from the river, the whole of Calhoun’s company lay dead, in an irregular line, Calhoun and Crittenden in place in the rear. About a mile beyond this, on the ridge parallel to the stream, still following the line of retreat of retreat indicated on the map, Keogh’s company was slaughtered in position, his right resting on the hill where Custer fell, and which seems to have been held by Yates’ company. On the most prominent point of this ridge, Custer made his last desperate stand. Here, with Captain Yates, Colonel Cook, Captain Custer, Lieutenant Riley, and others, and thirty-two men of Yates’ command, he went down, fighting heroically to the last, against the tremendous odds which assailed them on all sides. It is believed by some that, finding the situation a desperate one, they killed their horses for a barricade. From the point where Custer fell, the line of retreat again doubles back toward the river through a ravine, and along this line in the ravine, twenty-three bodies of Smith’s company were found. Where this line terminates near the river, are found the dead men and horses of Captain Custer’s company commingled with Smith’s, and the situation of the dead indicates that some desperate attempt was made to make a stand near the river, or to gain the woods.

[CN] 3.118
 CHAR CHARLES WINDOLPH: STORY AS GIVEN TO JOHN P. EVERITT AND PUBLISHED IN THE SUNSHINE MAGAZINE, SEPTEMBER 1930

Charles Windolph served in Benteen’s H Company at the Little Horn, and did so with distinction, winning the Medal of Honor for bravery when he acted as a sharpshooter providing covering fire for the water parties on 26 June. His story is perhaps most readily available in the Hunts’ “I Fought With Custer” [refer to B4.99], but a Windolph account, attributed to an interview with John Everitt, also appeared in the Sunshine Magazine, issue of September 1930.

There is not much difference in the two accounts, although the Sunshine article predates the Hunt book interviews [1937 and 1946] and might therefore be considered the more reliable. It is difficult, from this distance, to know exactly how much of the Sunshine story is Windolph and how much Everitt, but the same can be said of the Hunt work. It is impossible to specifically date the interview, which follows in its entirety, but it may well have been conducted in 1926 at the 50th Anniversary celebrations. In any event, it was certainly prior to September 1930. Windolph was born 9 December 1851, so he was an old man whenever interviewed. My editing has been limited to a few grammatical corrections and some hopefully helpful notations. The first paragraph is an introduction by John P. Everitt.

THE BATTLE OF THE BIG HORN

Sergeant Windolph [he was a private at the Little Horn] is another survivor of the command of Colonel Benteen who took part in the defense of Reno Hill at the battle of the Big Horn in June 1876. Mr. Windolph was born in Germany, and came to the United States as a young man. He enlisted in the Old Seventh Cavalry in 1871 [in July 1872, under the name Wrangel, having previously deserted from the 2nd Infantry], and in 1873 accompanied General Stanley upon the survey of the Northern Pacific, as far as Pompey’s Pillar in the Yellowstone country. He accompanied the Seventh Cavalry when it escorted the Ludlow exploring expedition of the Black Hills in 1874. He also took part in the Nez Perce campaign of 1877. For many years, he has been in charge of the harness department of the great Homestake Mine at Lead, South Dakota. Here follows his story of June 25, 1876.

I was serving under Captain Benteen in company H when the Seventh Cavalry started from Fort Abraham Lincoln, Dakota Territory, on May 17th, 1876. At the time, there were no white men living west of the Missouri River and north of the Nebraska line until one reached the western part of what is now the State of Montana. The greater part of that country, including the Black hills, had been set aside by treaty to the Sioux Nation - and beyond that the Sioux held a great part of the buffalo range by force of arms. The story of the expedition against them in 1876 has been told in detail by many men during the last fifty years, and I shall not repeat it here. This is the story, as I saw it, of the events occurring on June 26th, and immediately before and after.

Rosebud Creek and the Big Horn River flow side by side from south to north, and empty into the Yellowstone. Our expedition had camped on the night of the 23rd, and started with all the Seventh, under General Custer, upstream on the morning of the 24th. It was a hard day’s ride, and took us well along into the evening before we finally came to a halt [see Wallace’s report in Appendix 4.14]. We were all tired out, and all the men supposed that we were in for a good night’s rest. However, we were disappointed, and after making coffee, and eating a little lunch, orders came to saddle up and be on our way. We rode in close formation all that night, following the general course of the Rosebud [up Davis Creek at almost a right angle to the Rosebud], and came to a halt just about daybreak. Here we again made coffee, and the men all threw themselves on the ground and got what little sleep they could. However, there was no order to go into camp, and every man was held in readiness to be soon on the move again. I was riding a horse called “Roman Nose,” and a man named [First Sergeant Joseph] McCurry [of Windolph’s company] came to me and wanted to trade his horse, “Tip,” for mine. “Tip” was a little hard to handle, and McCurry did not like him. I was a good horseman in those days and figured I could ride anything, so I told him it would be alright, if agreeable to Captain Benteen. So I went to look him up, and found him in company with General Custer and the rest of the officers, holding a conference. I approached as near as seemed respectful, and was waiting to get his attention, and heard some of the conversation [the number of private soldiers who were privy to the officers’ orders and conversations is truly remarkable, considering that the gulf between the two classes in the “old” army was so wide as to be virtually unbridgeable]. Charley Reynolds, the famous scout, was with them, and I heard him say to the General something about “the biggest bunch of Indians he had ever seen.” They all seemed to be talking very earnestly, and finally Captain Benteen said, “Hadn’t we better keep the regiment together? If that is a big camp, we will need every man we have.” Custer’s only answer was: “You have your orders. Sound ‘to horse’”

So, in a little while, we were on our way again, traveling west and over the divide which separates the Rosebud from the Big Horn. We reached the top of this divide about noon, or maybe a little earlier, and here Captain Benteen, with companies H, K, and D, turned off to the left, or south. The rest of the command continued on to the west [the directions are only approximate - see maps M.1, 2 & 3)].

Nothing of any importance occurred on this march of ours to the left. We were continually on the lookout for Indians, but saw no sign of any. The further south we went, the rougher the country became, and it became very apparent that we would find no Indians there. I do not know just how far south we went, but imagine it was some seven or eight miles. Then the command turned to the right, and back in the direction of the course we knew Custer had taken and toward the [Little] Big Horn. Along about the middle of the afternoon, we came across Custer’s trail, and followed it in the direction of the river. Soon after striking Custer’s trail, we met Sergeant [Daniel] Kanipe [of C] from Custer’s command, who it seems had been sent back to hurry up the ammunition train [and Benteen as well]. Captain Benteen directed him to follow back on Custer’s trail, where he would find Captain McDougall with the packs. A pack train can never travel as fast as the mounted troops, and McDougall must have been some distance behind when Benteen turned off to the left. You must remember that this pack train had been traveling all night and the previous day, and the animals were in worse shape than the cavalry horses. At any rate, we had traveled some ten or fifteen miles after leaving them, and still had come in ahead of them on Custer’s trail [but only just - the pack train was in sight and in fact pulled in to the watering place as Benteen’s battalion was pulling out, all of which Windolph fails to mention]. After sending Kanipe back toward the pack train, we continued on west for a while and soon met Trumpeter Martin carrying a written message directing Benteen to hurry up the packs [the message tells Benteen himself to hurry up]. At this time the battle had already started, for Martin’s horse had been struck and was bleeding. Firing could be heard on ahead, and we now hurried along toward the place where we found Reno.

As you will now see, the regiment at this moment was divided into four bodies, and the battle already started. McDougall, with his troop [B] in charge of the ammunition train, was several miles to the rear [he was only about two miles behind Benteen]. Benteen, with three troops, was about half way between McDougall and Reno; Reno, with three troops, was fighting for his life in the valley at the south end of the Indian camp; and nobody knew where Custer and his five troops were.

Soon we came to the top of the bluffs on the east side of the river, and got our first glimpse of what had happened. Reno’s men were scattered along the river valley on the west side, and some of them were coming up the bluffs in our direction. Hundreds of mounted Indians were firing on them, and thousands more could be seen down the river, to the north, for several miles. A little bunch of Reno’s ‘men had got together on a hill overlooking the river, and the rest were struggling across the river and up the bluffs to unite with them. Reno, Varnum and French were trying to rally them when we rode up, and about this time the last of the Indians left for the north, or down the river. The ammunition train [the reserve ammunition was carried along with everything else -two boxes per company and two for HQ] could be seen coming over the back trail, and Lieutenant Hare was sent back to hurry it along.

From the survivors of Reno’s command we soon learned that Companies M, A and G had been sent on by Custer to attack the Indians at the south end of their camp, which was strung along the river bottom, on the west side, for a distance of some four miles. They had charged the camp with only 112 men [this is the ubiquitous but false “112” again], expecting Custer to follow them up. Their attack had been met in the open by probably ten times their number, and they were being rapidly cut to pieces, and were faced with the choice of getting back to the bluffs to a better position, or staying on a half hour longer to be wiped out. As it was, a large number had been killed, and many were wounded [see Appendix 5.17]. Most of them were out of cartridges, and all we had was being carried by our command, until the pack train came up [this statement is at variance with other evidence; besides, Benteen’s men each carried 100 rounds of carbine and 24 rounds of pistol ammunition, and there were no Indians around at the time. Obviously there was little danger of the united commands being overwhelmed before the reserve ammunition arrived]. While we were waiting for them, the officers got together, and it seems that Captain Weir was for going right away to look up Custer, without waiting for the packs. It is known that he had a heated argument with Reno, and soon started out alone, with his one troop under command of himself and Lieutenant Edgerly.

Captain Benteen now took charge of the situation. He was an experienced soldier, and universally respected and trusted. Reno and all his officers and men were excited, mad, and bewildered. Some say that Reno was drunk, but a more cowardly lie was never told - and I cannot see that he showed cowardice either. It seems to me that he used pretty good judgment in getting his men out when he did, and certainly he was right in refusing to start out to hunt up Custer until the ammunition came up. He didn’t know where Custer was, nor what he might run into [both Knipe and Martin could have told him where Custer went]. Just as soon as the ammunition came up, we all started north [see Chapter 6 and other accounts of the timing of the move], following the course taken by Weir. I should say that we were less than a half mile behind him. He had gone perhaps one mile, when we came up to him, without any sign of Custer. He had, however, run into a large band of Sioux and was backing up in our direction [which would mean that they had not “come up to him” – but this entire scenario is incorrect], fighting as he came. Thousands of Indians were coming from the north and from the river, and our united command was only a handful in comparison. Together we retreated to the hill where we first came up to Reno, and there took up a position.

We had no time to throw up entrenchments; but a line was thrown around the rim of the hill, and this gave us a little advantage on the north, west and south. The east side was more exposed. We got down on our bellies behind packing boxes, saddles, or anything we could get. The animals were placed in a little hollow at one end of the hill, and nearby a hospital was established to take care of the wounded. There were several of these by the time we took position [all of them casualties of the retreat from the valley], and there were plenty more before another day [there were very few casualties the remainder of the 25th - see Appendix 5.17]. Dr. Porter was the only physician left, and the whole care of the wounded fell on him, with the exception of what help he could get from the slightly wounded.

The Indians were pressing us hard when we got into this position, and in a few minutes had us surrounded on every side. It seemed as if they had no end of ammunition. Being on high ground was the only thing that saved us, and, at that, their fire got a lot of the men and animals. People have asked me how many Indians were here. No one knows for certain; but I am sure that four thousand fighting men would be a safe estimate - and there were less than 300 of us [there were more than 300 - see Appendix 5.17].

This happened on the afternoon of the 25th of June. When it got dark, the firing slacked, and every able man got down to digging up breastworks. All the tools we had were knives, spoons and tin plates. There may have been a few shovels in the packs, but not enough to do much good. However, we managed to get up a pretty fair ridge of dirt around the hill, which gave some protection, as long as we hugged the ground [H company did not dig in, despite his efforts to give that impression, and suffered very heavy casualties the next morning]. There wasn’t much trouble keeping the men down, but Reno, Benteen, French, Weir, and other officers, took some long chances, staying on their feet and patrolling the lines to keep up the spirits of the men.

My company, H, under Benteen, held the south side of the hill. On this side, a deep draw headed, running to the west and to the river. Up this the Indians swarmed, and ours was the hardest position to hold. For a while that night everything was quiet. No one was supposed to sleep, but now and then a man would topple off, in spite of everything. But before daylight, the attack commenced again, and nobody slept after that.

During the night I was on guard, and off to the southwest I could see someone coming. No one could tell whether it was friend or foe; but soon we heard a cry, “It is DeRudio.” He rushed into the shelter of our lines, and it proved to be Lieutenant DeRudio. With him was Private O’Neill [see Appendices 3.18 & 3.86]. These two and several others had been cut off in the retreat from the river bottom the day before, and had stayed hidden in the brush, with the Sioux all around them, until darkness made it safe for them to start out and look us up. It was a miracle they ever got to us, at that.

Once during the night, while we were lying in the trenches, Captain Benteen came up to where I was and said, “Windolph, get up. I want to talk to you.” I wasn’t very anxious to get up and come to attention. “Windolph,” he said, “if we ever get out of this alive, which I greatly doubt, you can write back to your folks in Germany, and tell them how many Indians we are fighting today.” He smiled and passed on. Long afterward, he sent his photograph to my people in Germany. He was a great man.

I remember that after things began to quiet down a bit, it threatened to rain - did sprinkle a little. A man named [Julien D.] Jones and I got on our overcoats and laid down side by side. When the firing commenced in the morning, I said to him, “Let’s get off our coats.” He didn’t move. I reached down and turned him over. He was dead - shot through the heart. A long time after, I met his mother and sister in Milwaulkee, and told them about it.

As soon as it got light enough to see, the Sioux were at us again in earnest. All we could do was lie and watch our chances, and pick off a Sioux whenever one showed himself. We were saving our ammunition as much as possible. Once the enemy on the south side of the hill commenced to mass for an attack. If they had made it, it would have been all over with us; but Col. Benteen went over to the north side of the hill, and came back with a bunch of M Troop, and together we charged them. We drove them out alright, and got back; but Tanner of M Troop got a wound which took him off that night [see also Daniel Newell‘s account Appendix 3.82].

All day long we lay there in the hot sun. In our troop, the only ones hit were picked off by sharpshooters [despite Windolph’s attempt to downplay them, the casualties on the 26th were 3 killed and 17 wounded, mostly due to Benteen’s failure to have his men entrench themselves the previous night]. The Sioux had rifles that outranged ours [only a few - generally speaking, the army carbines were more powerful than the Indian weapons]. One fellow in particular off on a hill to the south kept pouring lead into us all day. We could see him plainly enough. He was resting his gun over an old whitened buffalo skull. Time and again I tried to get him, but my Springfield wouldn’t carry up [if Windolph could see all he claimed to see, the Indian was certainly close enough for effective carbine fire]. I had just fired once, and had loaded up to fire again, when a bullet hit the stock of my carbine cutting it right in two in my hands. The only wound I got was a little scratch in my side, which I didn’t realize until afterward.

In the afternoon of the 26th, the wounded got to crying so pitifully for water that volunteers were called for to go down the draw on our side of the hill, and get it from the river. Several volunteered, and made the trip under fire from the Sioux hidden in the brush on the opposite side of the river. Col. Benteen sent four of us: [Sergeant George H.] Geiger, Meckling [Henry Mechlin], [Otto] Voit and myself, to a point on the west side of the hill, overlooking the river, with orders to cover their trip. We were exposed all the time, and bullets were falling around us pretty thick, but we managed to keep the timber on the other side of the river so full of lead that the water carriers were able to make the trip several times. For this, we were all later given the Medal of Honor, including most of the water carriers; but there were many men that day deserving medals who never got them [nobody from M Company was put up for a medal because Captain French was so disgusted with Reno’s and Benteen’s attitude]. There was Sergeant [John] Paul [Pahl of H], who got shot leading a charge on the north side of the hill - a braver man never lived - and “Crazy Jim” Seivers [Severs of M], and Dan Newell [of M], ‘and [William] Slaper [of M], and many more. No one is to blame for that though; it just happened that their acts didn’t happen to come to the attention of the officers reporting them. Many things are overlooked at a time like that.

I will never forget Sergeant [Corporal George] Lell [of H]. He was fatally wounded, and dragged to the hospital. He was dying, and knew it [he had been shot in the abdomen]. “Lift me up, boys,” he said to some of the men. “I want to see the boys again before I go.” So they held him up to a sitting position where he could see his comrades in action. A smile came to his face as he saw the beautiful fight the Seventh was making. Then they laid him down, and he died soon after. In the afternoon of the 26th, the Sioux gave us up, although they needn’t have. They had us at their mercy, if they had only known it; but something had taken the heart out of them, and in the afternoon they broke camp, and started off up the river bottom to the south. Miles and miles of them were strung along the valley, in the direction of the Big Horn Mountains; but we stayed where we were that night, except to get the horses to water, and the next morning we could see the infantry coming from the north, miles away. They passed Custer’s field down the river about four miles from us, and found what had happened to him and his men. That was the first news any of us had of Custer.

Late in the afternoon of the 27th, Col. Benteen, Captain Weir, Captain [Lt.] Varnum, Lieutenant Edgerly and 14 men of H Troop [almost all that remained unhurt] rode up to the scene of Custer’s last stand. I was one of them. We were the first there after their discovery by Lieutenant Bradley of the 7th Infantry [Benteen had been ordered to the battlefield by General Terry, after Benteen had expressed doubts that Custer was there at all]. It was a terrible sight. There the bodies lay, mostly naked, and scattered over a field maybe a half mile square. We went among them to see how many we could recognize. I was looking especially for my comrade, Corporal Finkle, but I was never able to recognize him [reference here is most likely to Sergeant August Finckle of C Company, not to Frank Finkle, the supposed survivor, who does not appear on the rosters or muster rolls of the regiment – refer to B4.61and Chapter 5].

I have read that Lieutenant Bradley later wrote that the bodies were not badly mutilated. That was kind of him to spare the feelings of their relatives; but they were badly mutilated, some of them too bad to tell about. I saw the body of Tom Custer, though, and must say that the story of his heart having been cut out by Rain-in-the--Face is not so. Colonel Benteen took a little piece of wood, hollowed out one side, and wrote Gen. Custer’s name on it, and stuck it in the ground near Custer’s body. Shortly after that [the next day] they were all buried - as well as we were able with the tools we had.

Gibbon and Terry, with the infantry and Gatling guns, had come up the river from the north, arriving on the morning of the 27th, after the battle was over. If Custer had waited for them, there would have been a different story. Maybe there would have been no fight; but the result would have been different if we had fought. The Indians never could stand the big guns; but it would not have been easy, if the Sioux had wished a fight, for they outnumbered us many times, even with the whole expedition united.

And I am sure that they knew every move we made, probably from the time we left fort Lincoln. They had a first class set of scouts, and knew every inch of the country, and could get messages around quicker than we could. Then too, they had a system of signals, by means of signal fires, with a code which they all understood. In this way they could send messages many miles across country, about as well as a telegraph. They had some good leaders, like Two Moons, Crazy Horse, Gall, Rain-in-the-Face and others; and when they saw Custer getting too close, with help a long way off and his command split four ways, they knew their chance had come, and they made quick work of it.

After we were relieved, the whole command went into camp on the bottoms on the west side of the river, in the place where the Sioux had been. While prowling around in the brush, I found a magnificent pair of saddlebags that had been lost by some Sioux. I had these a long time after the fight, but gave them to Joe McCurry, who took them east with him. I didn’t realize the value of such things at the time. Also, I came across a dog that had been left behind when the Sioux pulled out. He was frightened, cross and surly, but I finally made friends with him, and kept him with me for a long time; but someone stole him later, at Fort Berthold.

I stayed with the regiment until I was discharged at Fort Meade in 1883 [21 March]. Captain [Henry] Jackson urged me to stay in the army, and offered to make me his first sergeant, but in the meantime my life’s companion had come over from Germany, and we were married, and she convinced me that the army was no place for a married man. About a week before my enlistment expired, Col. Benteen came into the orderly room where I was, and said. “Give me a piece of paper. I do not often recommend a man, but am going to write a recommendation for you.” He took the paper, and wrote the following, which he gave to me: “To whom it may concern. Sergeant Chas. W. Windolph has been a member of my troop for two enlistments. He has been a gallant soldier. I take pleasure in recommending him to anyone who needs the service of a man. He has been faithful to me. F.W. Benteen, Col. U.S.A.” This document, in the clear vertical handwriting of that great soldier, is my proudest possession. Money would not buy it.

This is my personal experience in connection with that memorable battle. For more than fifty years, there has been a great deal of controversy as to who was to blame for its result. I am sure that a great deal that could throw light on the subject has never been published. Some day it may come out, but not now.

[CN] 3.119
 [CT] WOODEN LEG, NORTHERN CHEYENNE WARRIOR: FROM CONVERSATIONS OVER SEVERAL YEARS WITH DOCTOR THOMAS B. MARQUIS

In 1931, Dr. Thomas B. Marquis, who had served for a while as agency physician for the Northern Cheyennes and who had a private practice in Hardin Montana, published the book ‘Wooden Leg, A Warrior Who Fought Custer’. This volume was based upon scores of interviews and conversations with the title character over the course of several years. Marquis spent over ten years researching the Custer battle, with Cheyenne veterans serving as his primary sources. In addition to the title mentioned here, Marquis published several other books and pamphlets, many of them privately and some of them very small and dealing with specific facets of the battle [refer to B4.131 to 137 & B2.112].

Wooden Leg’s story is very valuable, despite the fact that only a portion of it is devoted to the fights on the Little Horn. Wooden Leg gives what I consider to be an accurate description of the peregrinations of the various tribal camps during the spring and summer of 1876 and gives valuable details of the great gathering on the Little Horn.

His story however, is probably best known for its statement that the majority of Custer’s troops killed themselves and each other. Marquis believed that this was so and devoted another long work [‘Keep the Last Bullet for Yourself’ – refer to B4.133] to that subject. I do not believe that part of Wooden Leg’s account, simply because every shred of evidence that can be produced is to the contrary, but that is no reason to dismiss his story out of hand. Much of what he says is demonstrably true, or is corroborated in other prime sources. On the other hand, there are certainly errors in his story.

I have rewritten his account in the third person, leaving out the strictly personal parts and trying to omit much of what can be found in other accounts, but I have not omitted any contentious statements or necessary information. The information relating to the movements and numbers of the hostiles is given in separate Appendices devoted to those subjects.

Wooden Leg was a young man of about seventeen or eighteen at the time of the fights. He was in his seventies when he gave his story to Dr. Marquis.

There had been a big social dance the night of 24 June. Wooden Leg and his brother, Yellow Hair, had been up all night dancing with the Sioux girls, and finished up with a bath in the Little Horn. They fell asleep there, and were awakened in the morning by a great commotion in the camps. They could hear shooting at the upper end of the village, and could see people streaming onto the hills to the west. They heard shouting that the soldiers were on the camp.

Both of them ran for their horses and weapons. Wooden Leg had a cap-and-ball revolver and his bow. After some delays in getting ready and getting mounted, he took off for the sounds of fighting. He couldn’t see much for the ubiquitous dust, but said that it didn’t matter, he just fell in with others of the hundreds of Indians streaming out to meet the troops [Reno’s].

When he came out beyond the Hunkpapa lodges, he could see hundreds of Indians riding back and forth in front of the line of soldiers on the bottom. Not many bullets were being fired by the Indians, but they were loosing hordes of arrows at the troops [it is interesting to note that these “thousands of arrows” caused absolutely no casualties. This is not surprising, for the Indian bow has been vastly over-rated as a weapon of war, especially at the kind of range customary in fighting troops].

Wooden Leg went with a great bunch of Sioux around the left of the soldier line and came out behind them; but by this time the soldiers had withdrawn to the timber. He could see a band of Indians, Crows or Shoshones he thought, with the troops. Most of these Indians had fled up the valley, and he could see some of them riding away over the hills east of the river [one must be circumspect when using directions when speaking of the Little Horn. Its course through the valley where the fights took place and where the camps were is so convoluted that it is safer to say “the village side” and “the hills side” than to use compass directions such as east and west].

The number of Hostiles facing the troops grew by leaps and bounds. Almost all of them were Sioux, as the Cheyennes were farthest away from the point of combat. The Indians stayed well back and started to enclose the timber where the troops were hidden from view. Wooden Leg said that the Indians would loose showers of arrows into the trees and the soldiers would fire out from cover at whatever targets presented themselves. Some Sioux crept in closer to try to set fire to the woods [there was some smoke, but little fire - everything was too green or wet], when all of a sudden the soldiers “came tearing out on horseback.”

Wooden Leg was on the side where they came out, and he turned his horse and whipped it into a dead run to get away from the soldiers, as did all the warriors around him. They thought that the soldiers were coming out to fight; but they soon discovered that the troops were not following them - they were running away from them. They were, he said, “going as fast as their tired horses could carry them” across an open space toward the river.

The Indians who had given way in face of the soldiers “charge,” halted a moment, realized what was in fact happening, and then took off after the troops in hot pursuit. A great horde of Sioux was after them. Wooden Leg said that he fired four shots from his revolver at the troops and doesn’t know if he did any damage [probably not]. But damage was certainly done.

He saw a Sioux put two arrows into a soldier, one into his shoulder and one into the back of his head. Other soldiers were clubbed from their horses, and many soldier horses were shot, throwing their riders onto the ground, where they became easy prey for exultant warriors.

Wooden Leg said that he and Little Bird went after a particular soldier and were whipping him and his horse with their quirts. They didn’t think it was brave to simply shoot him; but the soldier apparently had no qualms about it as he shot Little Bird. Wooden Leg then whacked the trooper with the bone handle of his quirt and “seized the rifle strapped on his back.” He wrenched the rifle away by dragging the strap over the soldier’s head, he said [the troopers usually used carbine swivels, rather than slinging the weapon over their backs where they couldn’t get it readily], but did not harm him further. There was such a swarm of Sioux that he was carried forward and did not see what happened to the soldier.

Most of the soldiers tried to cross the river below the bluffs, but three of them kept on going down the valley. One of these got into the timber farther down and escaped [at least momentarily], while the other two kept on southward. One of these, went up onto the benchland to the right and was caught and killed there by some Sioux who got after him. The other circled around back into the timber near the mouth of Reno Creek and forted up there until the Sioux and Cheyenne finally killed him. They say he fought bravely to the last, using his revolver. Wooden Leg also recounts the killing of three government scouts [but is incorrect in the descriptions of at least two of these incidents].

The Indians “mobbed the soldiers floundering afoot and on horseback in crossing the river.” He said that he knocked two soldiers off their horses into the flood waters, and doesn’t know how many enemies were killed there. Most of the Indians did not pursue the troops across the river, but many did, including Wooden Leg. He describes the death of Whirlwind, a young Cheyenne, on the east side of the river [Cheyenne history has Whirlwind killed fighting Custer - see Appendices 3.103/104] fighting a soldier scout who was also killed, and tells of how he and some others killed another scout [this makes entirely too many scout fatalities].

Wooden Leg got some cartridges from some dead soldier’s saddlebags for his captured carbine, and put a couple of shots in the general direction of Reno’s troops on the top of the hill. He thinks he was “too far away to do much harm to them.” Just then the cry went up that there were more soldiers down the river. Wooden Leg could see them “on distant hills down the river and on our same side of it” [this is a pretty good indication that he was not very close at all to Reno’s position, otherwise he would not have been able to see over the high ground to Custer field. He might have been on some higher ground to the east or southeast of Medicine Tail].

The news spread quickly and the warriors responded even more quickly, some going directly down along the bluffs, while others, including Wooden Leg, recrossed the river and went back through the camps. Wooden Leg could see “lots of Indians out on the hills on the east side of the river and fighting the other soldiers there.” He stopped to get a fresh mount in his own camp, noticing that the women and children were all gone to the “west side of the valley or to the hills on that side.”

More and more Indians were flocking out of the camps to the fighting on the hills east of the river. Some were still coming along the hills from where Reno had stopped. The soldiers were, according to Wooden Leg, “spreading themselves into lines along a ridge.” The Indians were “on lower ridges in front of them, between them and the river, and were moving up a long coulee to get behind the white men.”

Wooden Leg forded with others at the broad shallows in front of Medicine Tail Coulee, and they fell in with still others, mostly Sioux, going in the same direction. All of the Indians had come on horseback, but most of them dismounted to fight. They crept along the gullies to get near the soldiers and to stay in cover. But there were, he said “hundreds of them riding here and there all the time, most of them merely changing position, but a few of them racing along back and forth…to exhibit bravery.”

The soldiers had come along a high ridge about two miles east from the Cheyenne camp, according to Wooden Leg, and had gone on past and then swerved off the high ridge to the lower ridge where most of them afterward were killed. A few Sioux and Cheyennes had exchanged shots with the soldiers while they were still out on the high ridge, but nothing came of it.

Now the Indians were working their way toward the ridge where the soldiers had taken position, taking advantage of the protection afforded by the small gullies and little bumps in the ground. The shooting was at long range; but the Indians kept edging nearer. Wooden Leg said that bows and arrows were used more than guns, and that the arrows could be shot in an arc to fall among the men and horses without exposing the Indian archers [this may have been true, but, despite the writings of numerous historians ever since, there is absolutely no evidence that the arrows did anything beyond perhaps exciting some of the horses. Very few of the soldier casualties can be truly attributed to arrows]. The only Indians who remained mounted were the old men and young boys who were back on the ridges out of range of the soldiers’ guns.

According to Wooden Leg, this long-range fighting was kept up for about an hour and a half. The soldiers were still on the ridge and still had their horses with them. This long-range phase of the battle was broken when about forty of the soldiers came galloping down from the east part of the ridge toward the river, toward where many of the Oglalas and most of the Cheyennes were hidden. The Indians ran back to a deep gulch. The soldiers reached the lower ridge where the Indians had been, halted, and dismounted.

Lame White Man called for the warriors to come back: “Come. We can kill them all.” The warriors responded to his call, running forward, ducking down, jumping up to run forward again, etc. etc. In the words of Wooden Leg, “Right away, all of the white men went crazy. Instead of shooting us, they turned their guns upon themselves. Almost before we could get to them, every one of them was dead. They killed themselves.” [by the timing of this event in relation to Wooden Leg’s other observations, and from his description of the locale, this must have transpired near the uppermost right arm of Deep Ravine as seen from the river. Unfortunately, no one else seems to have seen this action in these terms, and no one else has reported similar mass suicides, except for Kate Bighead who was probably parroting Wooden Leg. The clincher is that there were no bodies found in this area, certainly not to the number of forty].

Four of these soldiers tried to get away by going back the way they had come. Three of them were killed quickly [before they could kill themselves, one assumes], but the other one got across a couple of gulches and ridges before his horse started to tire and he killed himself with his revolver.

Wooden Leg raced his pony around to the hillside north of the ridge where the soldiers were still holding out. The Indians there were all around a group of soldiers on the north slope [this sounds like Keogh’s swale]. He took a couple of long-range shots at these soldiers, doing no damage; but did not shoot any more for fear of hitting the Indians who were creeping up all around the troopers. Suddenly these soldiers went crazy, shooting themselves and each other. All of them were dead before any Indian could reach them [the archaeological study conducted here in 1984/1985 indicates that some of the soldiers were killed by having their skulls caved in by blunt instruments (blunt instrument trauma). One doubts that they beat each other to death]. Wooden Leg saw another soldier run away, stop, and kill himself.

The warriors were stripping the dead soldiers of their guns and ammunition as they went along, taking scalps and marking the dead in their special ways. Wooden Leg had remained on his horse for most of the distance fighting, riding around from place to place, keeping out of harm’s way. He stayed mounted until he got around into the gulch north from the west end of the ridge where the last of the soldiers were making a stand [Wooden Leg thus gets to see all of the action]. He says that the soldiers “were hidden behind dead horses” and that “hundreds or thousands of warriors were all around them, creeping closer all the time.” Wooden Leg could see the hidden Indians, but the soldiers could not. The Indians could only get glimpses of the soldiers, but always knew where they were, because they were anchored behind those dead horses.

Wooden Leg emptied his revolver twice during this second fight, doing all of his shooting from horseback with a notable lack of results. Now he could shoot from a prone position as he crept forward along the gullies; but he still had no targets, so he just shot in the general direction of the dead horses.

Near Wooden Leg was a Sioux wearing a warbonnet, and a Cheyenne boy was “lying down right behind the warbonnet Sioux. The Sioux was peeping up and firing a rifle from time to time. At one of these times a soldier bullet hit him exactly in the middle of the forehead.” The boy ran away.

The shots quit coming from the soldiers. Someone called out that they were all dead. Then all the Indians jumped up and rushed forward to count their coups, while the old men and boys who had been hanging back on their ponies came racing in, throwing huge sprays of dust into the air. Everybody was about as excited as they were ever likely to get. All of the Indians were saying that these soldiers also went crazy and killed themselves. Wooden Leg said he didn’t know; that he didn’t see them; but that he believed they did.

But before it was over, seven of the last group of soldiers broke away “and went running down the coulee sloping toward the river from the west end of the ridge” [this is generally taken to signify Deep Ravine, but it might not have been that spot. It might very well be the gentle swale that runs down from the monument toward the river, and which now is usually called Cemetery Ravine]. They did not get far, as the Indians were all around them. Then they all killed themselves [one wonders why they bothered to run to a new location to kill themselves. Wasn’t the hill good enough?].

It now appeared that all of the soldiers were dead [had killed themselves]. Then a strange incident happened. “There was one of them who raised himself to a support on his left elbow. He turned and looked over his left shoulder” and Wooden Leg got a good look at him. “His expression was wild, as if his mind was all tangled up and he was wondering what was going on here. In his right hand he held his six-shooter. Many of the Indians near him were scared by what seemed to have been a return from death to life. But a Sioux warrior jumped forward, grabbed the six-shooter…and shot [him] through the head…he must have been the last man killed.”

Wooden Leg describes this man at some length, but it difficult to say who he might have been. He also describes the decapitated, tattooed body of a soldier who had been wearing a buckskin suit [probably Tom Custer], and tells how he took one scalp - the long whiskers from one side of a dead soldier’s face [this was William Cooke]. He said that the sun was just past the middle of the sky when this fight ended. He also stated that he found a couple of metal bottles containing whisky, and that several other Indians also found similar bottles. One of the older Indians said that there wasn’t enough whisky gone from the bottle to make anyone drunk.

Wooden Leg goes on to describe the aftermath of the Custer fight and how he took a few pot shots at the water parties the next day. He also discusses the stripping and mutilation of the soldier dead, saying that much of it was done by the warriors and even more by the mourning women [any serious student should read the entire book and not rely on these, or any other, excerpts].

[CN] 3.120

[CT] YOUNG HAWK, ARIKARA SCOUT: ACCOUNTS FROM THE ARIKARA NARRATIVE AND FROM INTERVIEWS WITH WALTER MASON CAMP C. 1912

Young Hawk was a youth of seventeen at the time of the Little Horn fights. Nevertheless, he was serving on his fourth enlistment as an army quartermaster scout. Although he was also known as Crazy Head and Striped Horn, his name is invariably given as Young Hawk in the Ree stories of the fights.

Young Hawk made a significant contribution to the ‘Arikara Narrative’, most of which contribution appears below and he also gave Walter Camp some valuable information in 1912. In his account from the ‘Arikara Narrative’, Young Hawk provides most valuable details as to the actions of some of the scouts in the valley fight, including the two Crows who fought there. He shows beyond any doubt whatsoever that the Rees did not break and run en masse for “parts unknown” but to the contrary were well-represented in Reno’s actions. We are also given glimpses into the psyche of the Indian warrior that we don’t often see in the accounts of other participants.

The accounts are reproduced here with only slight editing and with only necessary commentary.

FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH WALTER CAMP CIRCA JULY 1912

I was the scout who ripped open the lone tepee when we came along marching toward Little Bighorn…Bloody Knife was killed in the timber [in a famous incident of the valley fight]. Bobtail Bull was in my party when we retreated out of the bottom. We followed on Reno‘s line…but turned to left and got across the river lower down than Reno. The Sioux on east side of river a little below where Reno crossed headed us off. We saw Bobtail Bull chased into river a little above us. We got into brush on east side of river.

Little Brave and Isaiah [Dorman] killed…between timber and river on line of retreat. White Swan and Half Yellow Face were with our party of Ree scouts in Reno’s fight in bottom, and I helped get Goose and White Swan up out of bottom after they were wounded. When White Swan was wounded he was just outside the brush. I dragged him in and saved him from the Sioux. At camp at Pease bottom a Crow Indian who wore a belt of buffalo hide taken from chin of buffalo… told me that the Ree who wore two rabbit ears (Black Fox) was the one whom “we picked up after the Custer fight…I told the Ree that I had captured five head of horses and gave a black horse to Black Fox.” This is the horse that Black Fox rode when he overtook the other Rees at mouth of Rosebud. When we arrived at Rosebud I found Black Fox there and the black horse identical with the description [later] given me by the Crow, which proves that Black Fox was with the Crows after leaving Little Bighorn after battle.

Did Baker [William Baker] and Young Hawk go out and meet Bradley on morning June 27? No, says Forked Horn and Young Hawk did this [see also Little Sioux Appendix 3.67]…Young Hawk says Bob Jackson was in camp at mouth of Powder River after battle of Little Bighorn but was not in the battle.)

FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH WALTER CAMP 22 JULY 1912 AT WHICH RED BEAR ALSO WAS PRESENT

Red Bear’s contributions appear under his own name elsewhere in this Appendix.

[Strike Two told Young Hawk that the scouts at the Crow nest were] Red Star [White Calf, Strike Bear], Black Fox, Bull [Bellow] Forked Horn, Strikes the Lodge, Foolish Red Bear. We were camped on both sides of creek where Cheyennes now live [here referring to the Busby camp]. Bobtail Bull saddled up and went out ahead having seen two ponies. When he got up, he saw two Sioux come and take them. All the rest above [mentioned]…started out to find Bobtail Bull but he came in after they had left; they did not meet him. This was the party that went to Crow’s Nest. Bobtail Bull came in and reported what he had seen…

FROM THE ARIKARA NARRATIVE

…they were met by Custer’s party from the high butte [Crow’s Nest]. Considerable excitement among the scouts was to be seen. They wondered what Custer would say when he heard that the Dakotas knew of his approach. The scouts from the hill had told them of the six Dakotas…Stabbed spoke to the young men and Custer gave the instructions here to the scouts through Gerard. He said: “Boys, I want you to take the horses away from the Sioux camp.” Then Stabbed told the Arikara scouts to obey Custer’s instructions and to try and take away as many horses as possible. Custer continued: “Make up your minds to go straight to their camp and capture their horses. Boys, you are going to have a hard day, you must keep up your courage, you will get experience today.” On the top of the ridge the bugle sounded for the unfurling of the flag (this is what Gerard told the scouts). This caused great excitement, all made ready, girths were tightened, loads were made light. Another bugle sounded and Custer ordered the scouts forward. They went down the dry coulee and when about half way to the high ridge [White Buttes] at the right, Young Hawk saw a group of scouts at the lower end of the ridge peering over toward the lone tepee. The scouts he was with slowed up as the others came toward them. Then behind them they heard a call from Gerard… “The Chief says for you to run.” At this Strikes Two gave the warwhoop and called back: “What are we doing?” and rode on. At this we all whooped and Strikes Two reached the lone tepee first and struck it with his whip. Then Young Hawk came. He got off on the north side of the tepee, took a knife from his belt, pierced the tent through and ran the knife down to the ground. Inside of the lone tepee he saw a scaffold, and upon it a dead body wrapped in a buffalo robe.

…All of the scouts rode around to the north side of the tent at full speed and turned into the dry coulee just beyond the tepee. A little further down they overtook the white soldiers and all rode on mixed together. The best mounted scouts kept up with the hard riding soldiers, others straggled behind [see Appendix 3.101]. They crossed at the mouth of a dry coulee through a prairie dog village, turned sharp to the right, and Young Hawk saw across the Little Big Horn on the west side, Red Star, Goose, Boy Chief, and Red Bear. Young Hawk had a bunch of loose eagle feathers, he unbraided his hair and brought it forward on his head and tied it with the eagle feathers. He expected to be killed and scalped by the Dakotas. Turning sharp to the right the battle began at about the spot where the prairie dog village stands. The first fighting began as skirmishing in front of the line. Behind the ridge at the left he could see the Dakotas swarming about. The soldiers and the scouts dismounted, the horses were held in groups behind the line. The soldiers formed in line toward the right, the scouts at the left out toward the ridge, while far to the left on a slant were scattered scouts. Bob-tailed Bull was farthest at the left and nearest the ridge…Young Hawk moved toward the right and took his position there. He saw the following scouts in order: Red Bear, Little Brave, Forked Horn, Red Foolish Bear, Goose, Big Belly (Crow) [Half Yellow Face], and Strikes Enemy (Crow) [White Swan]. The last scout to the left was Bob-tailed Bull, far out beyond the others. Young Hawk stood between Goose and Big Belly. Behind them all, on the Little Big Horn, there appeared Bloody Knife. “He came right toward me and I looked up and noticed his dress. He had on the black handkerchief with blue stars on it given him by Custer…” Bloody Knife spoke to Young Hawk, calling out: “What Custer has ordered about the Sioux horses is being done, the horses are being taken away.” Then Bloody Knife…took his stand by Little Brave. The battle got stronger and the line curved back toward the river. Many of the soldiers were killed [Young Hawk is incorrect on this point] and they began to fall back…All at once over the middle of the ridge came riding a dense swarm of Dakotas in one mass straight toward Bob-tailed Bull. At the same time a white soldier standing nearest to Young Hawk turned to him and cried: “John [soldiers often called Indians ‘John’] you go!” The Dakota attack doubled up the line from the left and pushed this line back toward the soldiers. [Young Hawk compresses time here and omits any mention of the action in the timber] They all retreated back across the river lower down about two miles. They retreated across the flat and up the bluff on a long diagonal up the steep bank, which was hard climbing. The soldiers were the first to retreat across the river. Of the scouts two Crows were ahead, Half-Yellow-Face and Strikes-Enemy, then followed Red Foolish Bear and Forked Horn and then Goose and Young Hawk. When Young Hawk got back to the timber, before crossing the river, he heard Forked Horn call: “Let’s get off and make a stand.” He did this on account of Bob-tailed Bull who was hard pushed by the pursuing Dakotas and had fallen back nearly to the ford used by the soldiers. Young Hawk…jumped off his horse and Goose followed him, also, in making the stand …both shot at the Dakotas. At the crossing where the soldiers forded the river Bob-tailed Bull got over the river. The charging Dakotas turned sharply as the scouts fired at them and rode back. Young Hawk intended to fire again, but as he opened the breech of the gun he dropped his shell. The four scouts…rode into the brush and over the river lower down less than one-eighth of a mile. Goose and Young Hawk followed them…They took refuge in a thick grove of trees just across the river. The Dakotas were riding on all sides of them by this time. Here Young Hawk found the other four scouts who had ridden ahead [Half Yellow Face, White Swan, Red Foolish Bear and Forked Horn as mentioned above]…

All of the scouts had their horses in this grove. The Dakotas saw them ride in and began firing at them through the trees as they crouched there on horseback. He and Goose stood facing each other, then he heard a sound like a sigh and Goose groaned and called to him: “Cousin, I am wounded.” Young Hawk said: “When I heard this my heart did not tremble with fear but I made up my mind I would die this day.” Goose showed him his wound, his right hand was badly shot. Then Young Hawk…told Goose to get off his horse and he helped him dismount. Then Young Hawk was seized with rage (madness). He took off his coat and army blouse and made ready to fight for his life. Just as Goose dismounted his horse was shot down. Young Hawk put Goose against a tree and told him to hold his horse. Goose had a revolver in his belt. Just then Young Hawk saw Half-Yellow-Face crawling toward him. He said, “My friend is being killed, he is just on the edge of the thicket.” Young Hawk went with him crawling on hands and feet to where the Crow scout lay on his back with his hands up. The two scouts…dragged him back to where Goose sat…He was Strikes Enemy or White Swan (Crow). He told them he was not afraid and that he was glad he was wounded. Young Hawk said: “The sight of the wounded men gave me queer feelings, I did not want to see them mutilated, so I decided to get killed myself at the edge of the timber. Before going out, I put my arms about my horse’s neck, saying, ‘I love you.’ I then crawled out and stood up and saw all in front of me Sioux warriors kneeling ready to shoot. I fired at them and received a volley, but was not hit. I was determined to try again…so I crawled out…in a new place, jumped up and fired again and received a volley, but I dropped out of sight before I was hit. Then I saw near me a tree with driftwood piled against it, making a very good protection and behind it I found Forked Horn lying face down to avoid being shot.” When Forked Horn saw that it was Young Hawk who had drawn the fire of the Dakotas…he scolded him…“Don’t you do so again, it is no way to act. This is not the way to fight at all, to show yourself as a mark.” The Dakotas tried to burn the scouts out but the grass was too green to burn …the Dakotas came closer, one…came very close…Young Hawk…jumped up and shot him… “Some little time after this…I saw one Sioux coming right toward me and I…dropped him, then I jumped up and gave the death call again.” While this was going on several Dakota women rode up and gave the woman’s yell urging on the warriors to kill all the Arikara. He heard them in many places about the bushes where he lay hiding, then they went away with the others. Some time before noon he noticed that the Dakota attack was slackening and he saw them begin to ride off downstream, which made him think that Custer’s attack had begun at the lower ford. They could see many Dakotas crossing the river farther up and riding down past them to the north. He said: “After the shooting slackened, I stood up and looked around. On the ridge above me on the highest point I saw a United States flag.” Forked Horn then said to Young Hawk: “My grandson, you have shown yourself the bravest. The flag you have seen up there shows where the pack-train is which we were to meet and we must try now and reach it.” Custer had instructed them what to do, so as not to be mistaken for the Dakotas. So Young Hawk cut a stick and tied his white handkerchief on it. They tried to put Strikes Enemy on a horse; his leg was pierced by a shot and his right hand also. They were able to put him on his own horse and Goose was mounted on the horse of Red Foolish Bear, who himself went on foot. Young Hawk rode ahead with the white flag. They rode down the stream half way the length of the ridge and as they climbed up the slope they saw the Dakotas riding back on the east side of the ridge toward the white camp. The Custer fight was over and the Dakotas completely covered the hill where the soldiers had made their last stand and were swarming toward him and beginning to fire. The rest of the party turned back down the hill. Goose took Red Foolish Bear up with him [on the horse] and they rode back the entire length of the ridge and up at the other end into the white camp. Young Hawk remained behind and the Dakotas chased him along the ridge. He held to his white flag, waving it in front of him. The soldiers fired over him at the enemy and the Dakotas fired at him. A few rods from the camp his horse was shot down but he scrambled to his feet still carrying his white flag and ran into the camp. The first man he saw was his chief of scouts, Peaked Face (Varnum). The pack train was there and the survivors from the fight…

…The other scouts who had left him now rode into the camp. Then the whole party retreated into a ravine nearby…the Dakotas attacked them and the shooting made a continuous roar on both sides, soldiers and horses were killed very fast [human casualties were in reality quite light]. Then the Dakotas…began firing into the ravine at one end. The soldiers threw up breastworks across the open end of the ravine, consisting of cracker boxes, bags of bacon, etc. Young Hawk was not one of the party that built these breastworks, but he took a cracker box and put it in front of himself as he lay on the ground. The Dakotas were on every side…The guns made such a noise that nothing else could be heard. The wounded men were dragged up to the breastworks as the safest place. This heavy firing went on without a break until it was dark…They all stayed up until morning watching for the Dakotas and just at dawn a few shots were fired at them. Then the fight began again with heavy firing as before and this went on until late afternoon. All the scouts were together on the side next to where the Dakotas came from and nearest to the ridge. During the first afternoon an officer came to the scouts saying a message was to be carried after dark. Forked Horn said, “All right.” The officer told Goose he could not go for he was wounded and that each scout was to carry the same message. Later he came again and brought a sergeant and told them that this man was to go with them so that in case all the scouts were killed he could tell what the conditions were in the camp. Goose said he would go, too…if they were killed he wanted all to be killed. The officer told the scouts they were to carry the message out to the President of the United States, in order that all might know what had happened. They were told that they could ride government horses…to ride hard and pay no attention to anyone else who might be shot…If anyone fell wounded or shot he was to pull out the paper with the message on it and leave it on the ground so that when the soldiers came they could learn what had happened and where the camp was [this clearly indicates that no relief was expected, from Terry or anyone else]… the two Crow scouts stayed behind, one was wounded and the other stayed to care for him. The scouts who had the messages to carry were Goose, Forked Horn, Red Foolish Bear, Young Hawk, and the white sergeant. When it was dark they followed the ravine out but there the Dakotas fired on them and they all ran back. The officer told them to stay until morning and start again…in the morning the Dakotas began firing again as hard as ever, the guns were going very rapidly…Then…all the Dakotas seemed to disappear suddenly and the firing stopped. Then the soldiers and scouts got up and in every direction they saw the Dakotas retreating on horseback toward their camp over the ridge down to the dry coulee. He saw no wounded or dead being carried off…This was now about noon. The Dakotas got to their village and the tents went down in a hurry. They thought that the Dakotas might camp where they were before. The Dakotas then moved toward the ford and reached the prairie dog village near the ford, only five tents were standing on their camping place. But the Dakotas passed the ford and went into the timber along the Little Big Horn above the ford. Then smoke came up as from a camp. They could see the trees above which the smoke rose. As they watched off past the old Dakota camp to the west was a ridge over two miles away and here they saw a band or body of people moving over the ridge and down toward the Dakota camp. They thought it was a band of Dakotas returning to camp from hunting. Then the party approached the five Dakota tents and rode about among them. The commanding officer said to Young Hawk and Forked Horn: “They are the white men who were coming to help us. Saddle up and go to them.” So these two scouts rode to meet them down the ridge to the west and across the Custer ford until they were quite near to the party. Then they saw that they were whites and they rode back again [here Young Hawk has telescoped two days into one, combining the happenings of the 26th and 27th of June].

The soldiers in the party were busy stripping off the buckskin shirts from the bodies of the dead Dakotas there and taking their earrings [if they were coming to either rescue the 7th or assist in fighting the Sioux, they seemed to be in no hurry about it]. When the scouts got back they told the officer through the interpreter, Gerard, that the party were white men. The officer, Varnum, said that these were the white men whom they were expecting to come and help them [this contradicts the message-sending mentioned above]. It was not right that Custer went ahead, he ought to have waited [it is not clear if this thought belongs to Varnum or to Young Hawk, although the fact that Varnum is directly quoted in the next sentence makes it likely that it was Young Hawk’s]. The officer then said: “Now let us go and look for Custer’s body.” Then Forked Horn, Red-Foolish-Bear, Goose, Young Hawk, and Gerard, Varnum, and some soldiers (the Dakotas called one of these soldiers Jack Drum Beater, probably a white drummer) [there were no bandsmen present at the Little Horn - this man must have had some prominence if the Dakotas had bothered to give him any name] went down to look for Custer’s body. They went north along the ridge and followed Custer’s trail across a low soft place or coulee east of the hill called Custer’s last stand [since this was obviously after Terry had arrived with news of Custer’s disaster (else they would not have known to go look for Custer’s body) it is likely that this group comprised Captain Benteen’s company and extras. Terry had ordered Benteen to go see for himself, after Benteen had scoffed at the idea that Custer had fought to the death]. On the other side of the ravine they began to find dead soldiers lying with a few dead horses. When they came to the flat-topped hill where Custer fell, the officer, through Gerard, told the scouts to go off east of the hill and watch for the Dakotas lest they come back to attack them. Lying all over the hill Young Hawk saw dead horses of the Dakotas and of the whites and also many bodies of the soldiers, lying stripped. He also saw the circle breastwork made of dead horses on top of the hill… The scouts had not been long on the hill watching when…Gerard came to tell them that Custer’s body had been found. When he told them this they came back to camp, the sun was near the horizon and they were very hungry. The commanding officer [Varnum] said: “Let’s go to the village and follow along up the river through where the Sioux camped.” The soldiers at the camp had been placing the dead in rows in preparation for the burial [this refers to the Reno command on the hill]. They crossed lower down than where they first crossed, a good watering place, right below Custer’s hill (probably the Custer Ford) [Medicine Tail ford is not “right below Custer’s hill” but there is a ford in that quoted location]. The body of Bloody Knife lay a little back from the brush near the ford [Young Hawk is in error here - Bloody Knife was undoubtedly killed in a clearing in the timber]. He saw evidence of fighting from the Custer hill clear to the river by the dead horses, though he saw no bodies of soldiers [with these horses]. The five tepees in the deserted Dakota camp were thrown down and some of the bodies stripped by the soldiers they had seen there. They went on to the Dakota camp and found the body of a dead Dakota lying on a tanned buffalo hide. Young Hawk recognized this warrior as one who had been a scout at Fort Lincoln, Chat-ka…In the middle of the camp they found a drum and on one side lying on a blanket was a row of dead Dakotas with their feet toward the drum…Farther on they found three more groups of dead Dakotas lying on canvas, buffalo hides, or blankets…All the fine buckskin shirts they had worn as well as beads and earrings had been stripped off by the soldiers…

In the morning they looked after the dead. Young Hawk saw one of the soldiers standing near the bank. He went close and the soldier told him to go into the river and get out the body of the dead soldier there…this was about the place where the soldiers retreated across two days earlier…The dead soldier lay on the water, head down, and his back was out of the water; he had on trousers but no coat or shirt. It seemed to Young Hawk that the Dakotas on the other side had pulled this much of his clothes off and left him there. He and the soldier pulled the body up on the land and left it and went further up the bank. Then Young Hawk met the rest of the scouts and they agreed to go where Bob-tailed Bull was chased by the Dakotas. They came down on the right bank, seeing two dead soldiers stripped, all the way to the brush and there, in the edge of the brush, was the body of a sergeant (they called him “Sarge”). The soldiers followed and placed the body straight. The scouts went into the bushes and found their coats where they had left them on the day of the fight and they put them on…As they came up the bank they found a soldier standing there and he said: “Here is one scout lying in the bushes.” They could not tell who the scout was because his face and head were all pounded to pieces, but they think it was the body of Bloody Knife [see above - this probably was Bloody Knife]…

INTERVIEW WITH YOUNG HAWK

[Fort Berthold Indian Reservation. No date]

Indian scouts in timber: Forked Horn, Goose, Young Hawk, Foolish Bear, Bobtail Bull, Bloody Knife, Little Brave, White Swan, Half Yellow Face, Billy Cross, Watokshu. Bobtail Bull headed off by Sioux and killed near timber. Little Brave was killed where some trees were chopped down near the river, and to the left of the line of retreat. Billy Cross got out before Young Hawk, and when we got on the hill Billy met us and told how he got out of the bottoms.

Custer had repeatedly ordered that in case we got scattered we should rally on the pack train where the ammunition was, and this was the reason the Rees made for the pack train. When I got to the top of the hill an officer with a handkerchief tied around his head (Reno) shook hands with me and told me where I could get another horse, as mine had been killed.

Says Baker was surely in the fight on June 25, and had his horse killed, but I think he means Herendeen. Bear’s Eyes, Owl, and Black Porcupine went back with messages from Powder River. Young Hawk, One Feather, and Forked Horn out scouting while Crows went to Crow’s Nest night of June 24. Scouts at Crow’s Nest were Bobtail Bull, Bloody Knife, Black Fox, White Calf (Red Star) and Bull. Red Star and Bull took message to Custer from Crow’s Nest (first party sent). Bloody Knife, Bobtail Bull and one of the Crows second party sent.

About Left Hand. Young Hawk says he was a Sioux, and when his [time] expired he left and joined the Sioux. The Rees afterward found his horse in the Sioux village, and Left Hand was one of the dead Indians left by the Sioux in the village.

On the expedition we went swimming, and while we were doing this the older of the two Jackson boys came along with a revolver and said: “Look here. See what I will do when we meet the Sioux.” He then fired all the shots of his revolver, when the Officer-of-the-Day came running out and put him under arrest. For punishment he was made to stand with one foot at a time on a barrel and the other on the ground, all day.

1 MSS, field notes, unclassified envelope 77, IU Library,





CAMPAIGN AND BATTLE REPORTS

[CN] 4.1

[CT] CAPTAIN FREDERICK W. BENTEEN: REPORT OF JULY 4, 1876

One of the most prominent actors in the drama of the Little Horn was Fred Benteen, the white-haired senior captain of the regiment and bitter enemy of Armstrong Custer. Benteen never tired of telling anyone who would listen - and he rarely wanted for an audience - how his “oblique” to the left on the morning of 25 June had effectively sealed the fate of the balance of the regiment, especially Custer’s battalions. He characterized his orders for this movement as “senseless” and went so far as to swear to this under oath at Reno’s court of inquiry, using that exact term, and stating that under their terms he might have gone on valley-hunting forever. In other statements, he used phrases such as “we didn’t have enough Indians, so I was sent off to actually hunt up some more” or words to that effect - in order to stigmatize Custer and his orders. We have seen, or will see, most of those characterizations in Benteen’s letters, in his statements and narratives, and in his testimony - which appear in Appendices 2.1 & 2, 3.3 & 3.4.

It is interesting, therefore, to see what he says about those same orders in his official report of 4 July 1876 and to contrast the contents of this report to those of his later narratives. The report was addressed to Lieutenant George D. Wallace, who had been appointed Adjutant of the regiment to replace the dead Cooke. It is reproduced here in its entirety. A short commentary follows.

Camp Seventh Cavalry, July 4, 1876.

Sir:

In obedience to verbal instructions received from you, I have the honor to report the operations of my battalion, consisting of Companies D, H, and K, on the 25th ultimo.

The directions I received from Lieutenant-Colonel Custer were, to move with my command to the left, to send well-mounted officers with about six men who would ride rapidly to a line of bluffs about five miles to our left and front, with instructions to report at once to me if anything of Indians could be seen from that point. I was to follow the movement of this detachment as rapidly as possible.

Lieutenant Gibson was the officer selected, and I followed closely with the battalion, at times getting in advance of the detachment. The bluffs designated were gained, but nothing was seen but other bluffs quite as large and precipitous as were before me. I kept on to these and the country was the same, there being no valley of any kind that I cold see on any side. I had then gone about fully ten miles; the ground was terribly hard on horses, so I determined to carry out the other instructions, which were, that if in my judgment there was nothing to be seen of Indians, Valleys &c., in the direction I was going, to return with the battalion to the trail the command was following. I accordingly did so, reaching the trail just in advance of the pack-train. I pushed rapidly on, soon getting out of sight of the advance of the train, until reaching a morass, I halted to water the animals, who had been without water since about 8 P.M. of the day before. This watering did not occasion the loss of fifteen minutes, and when I was moving out the advance of the train commenced watering from that morass. I went at a slow trot until I came to a burning lodge with the dead body of an Indian in it on a scaffold. We did not halt. About a mile further on I met a sergeant of the regiment with orders from Lieutenant-Colonel Custer to the officer in charge of the rear-guard and train to bring it to the front with as great rapidity as was possible. Another mile on I met Trumpeter Morton [Martin] of my own company, with a written order from First Lieut. W.W. Cook [Cooke] to me, which read:

“Benteen, come on. Big village. Be quick. Bring packs.

 W.W. Cook

p.s. Bring Pac’s.”

I could then see no movement of any kind in any direction; a horse on the hill, riderless, being the only living thing I could see in my front. I inquired of the trumpeter what had been done, and he informed me that the Indians had “skedaddled,” abandoning the village. Another mile and a half brought me in sight of the stream and plain in which were some of our dismounted men fighting, and Indians charging and recharging them in great numbers. The plain seemed to be alive with them. I then noticed our men in large numbers running for the bluffs on the right bank of the stream. I concluded at once that those had been repulsed, and was of the opinion that if I crossed the ford with my battalion, that I should have had it treated in like manner; for from long experience with cavalry, I judged there were 900 veteran Indians right there at that time, against which the large element of recruits in my battalion would stand no earthly chance as mounted men. I then moved up to the bluffs and reported my command to Maj. M.A. Reno. I did not return for the pack-train because I deemed it perfectly safe where it was, and we could defend it, had it been threatened, from our position on the bluffs; and another thing, it savored too much of coffee-cooling to return when I was sure a fight was progressing in the front, and deeming the train as safe without me.

Very respectfully,

F.W. Benteen, Captain Seventh Cavalry

Lieut. Geo. D. Wallace

Adjutant Seventh Cavalry

Benteen’s march to the left is the focus of Chapter1and there is no reason to repeat that chapter’s contents here, but here are the actual orders he says he received for that left oblique movement - and nowhere in them is he urged to keep on forever until he reaches a valley or to pitch into anything he finds. We can also see the actual timing of his march, as evidenced by his references to the pack-train and can locate the morass accurately from those same references. These points are crucial to plotting Benteen’s march and to timing the advance to the Little Horn.

Benteen also makes it clear that he returned to the trail because that is what his orders required him to do, the timing for the return being the only thing left to his discretion. Not only does he give us the wording of the orders, but he also uses the phrase “accordingly I did so” to show that it was in conformance to the orders that he returned.

The only order he failed to obey was the order from Custer directing him to come on as quickly as possible and to bring the packs forward as well. This order followed one to McDougall to bring the packs ahead as quickly as possible, so Benteen should have been able to figure out that Custer had some need for both the men and the reserve ammunition of the pack train and escort, or at least that he wanted the regiment consolidated. His characterization of Martin’s conversation is totally at variance with how Martin described it - Martin flatly denied making any reference to the Indians “skedaddling”- and Benteen fails to mention that Knipe, the first messenger encountered, told him that Custer also wanted him ahead as fast as possible.

It is quite obvious that Benteen had already started his own personal cover-up, designed to cover his own posterior, although he could not quite bring himself to indulge in the wild falsehoods that fill his later narratives. This is perhaps due to the official nature of the document, although he cannot bring himself to omit the gratuitous and self-serving “coffee-cooling” sentence. One might wonder why he didn’t speed things up a bit if he were so sure that “a fight was progressing in the front” and how he could be so sure that the train was safe or could be defended, when in other writings and testimony he claims it was seven or more miles behind him.

[CN] 4.2

[CT] LIEUTENANT WILLIAM PHILO CLARK: REPORT OF SEPTEMBER 14, 1877

Lieutenant William Philo Clark of the Second Cavalry, best known by his middle name and for his extensive knowledge of (and expertise in) the Indian sign language, made his first appearance in the 1876 campaign when he arrived with a contingent of replacement troops at the mouth of the Powder River in August.

Because of his competence in the sign language - he literally “wrote the book” on it - and his ability to get along with and to control the Indians at Spotted Tail and Red Cloud Agencies, Clark was asked to interview the Indians who had participated in the 1876 fighting and to prepare a report on the “Sioux War”. He submitted this report in September, 1877 together with a map which he had made in a rather strange manner (outlined in the report).

William A. Graham, in his ‘The Custer Myth’, reproduced portions of this report and of Sheridan’s endorsement thereof, but claimed that the map had been lost and was of little historical importance anyway. How he could know that it was of no significance without having seen it is probably a good question, but Graham tended to think that nothing was of historical importance unless it fitted in with his version of events. This is a failing he had in common with many other “historians.” To be sure many writers tend to discount anything they haven’t actually seen.

Graham fortunately, was wrong. The map was not lost and never had been. In fact, both the original of the map and of the report, together with copies made at Departmental Headquarters (Department of the Platte) are found in the National Archives. Graham also erred in saying that Clark had gone over the battlefield in the company of Lieutenant J.W. Pope in 1877. Pope did not visit the field until July, 1878, while he was on the staff of Nelson Miles. Clark also accompanied the Miles party.

It is obvious from the wording of his 1877 report that he was relying on the Indians for the description of the ground, otherwise he would have added his own commentary on salient features - and would not have made the errors in scale which are evident in the map.

Both the map and the report are extremely important, as they introduce contemporary evidence of troop movements and some action at a lower ford (“D” on the map) and trails leading down to the ford from the higher ground, and conversely, up from the ford to the ridges above. The map is reproduced in the Maps section of the Appendices as well as in the narrative text. It contributes greatly to our understanding of where Custer’s troops really went and gives us room to conjecture why they went where they did.

Clark’s report is given here in its entirety, although much of it deals with other events in the 1876 campaign and in the actions in the spring and early summer of 1877, which culminated in the surrender of many of the hostiles. Sheridan’s comments which follow the report are taken from Graham’s work earlier noted.

Camp Robinson Nebraska

Sept 14, 1877

Adjutant General

Department Platte

Sir:

In compliance with the verbal instructions of the Department Commander I have the honor to submit the following report of the late Sioux War, based upon facts gleaned from statements made to me by Indians who have surrendered at Red Cloud and Spotted Tail Agencies during the past eight months and information obtained from interpreters and friendly Indians. It has been a very difficult matter to get accurate information in regard to the different engagements, not only as the Indians from Crazy Horse down have been extremely reticent, but some of the battles were on so extensive a scale that no one Indian could possibly be conversant with all the details. Especially difficult has it been to ascertain the number of killed and wounded in the Rosebud and Little Horn fights where so many bands participated. I am confident however that as the Indian account it is the most reliable that could be obtained.

The small number of killed is due to the fact that an Indian has a wonderful faculty of protecting himself and unless he is shot through the brain, heart, or back there is no certainty at all about his dying, for since I have seen many Indians here who have been shot in all manner of ways through the body and still enjoying excellent health. I have been convinced that of all animals they are the superior in tenacity of life. Magnificent horsemen and fine shots - doing about as good execution on the backs of their thoroughly trained speedy and hardy ponies as on the ground. Accustomed from their earliest youth to take advantage of every knoll, rock, tree, tuft of grass and every aid the topography of the country affords to secure game, and their education completed and perfected by constant warfare with other tribes and the whites. Each warrior becomes an adept in their way of fighting, needing no orders to promptly seize, push and hold any opportunity for success, or in retreating protecting themselves from harm. Each tribe is organized by accident or pleasure into several different bands.

Each band having a chief but his powers and authority are in a great measure limited by the will and wishes of his people.

Great prominence has been given Crazy Horse and Sitting Bull in this war. The good fighting strategy and subsequent masterly retreats being attributed to them, whereas they are really not entitled to more credit or censure than many others so far as plans and orders were concerned, but they headed two of the worst bands on the plains and were the two fiercest leaders the Sioux Nation has produced for years. Constantly in the northern country these bands had renegades from all agencies as well as some of the strongest men from a mental stand point that the Sioux as a nation possess today. These latter worked from conviction and held fast to their non treaty ideas.

The impression seems to have obtained that the Arrapahoes participated with the Sioux and Cheyenne in this war. This is a mistake as they remained quietly at this agency till they went out as our allies when they performed excellent service.

In March 1876 about sixty lodges of Cheyennes under Old Bear and fourteen of Sioux under He Dog were encamped on Powder River. They knew that the troops were in their vicinity. And on the evening of March 16th a party of young bucks was sent out to scout the country and ascertain their whereabouts. It was a bitter cold night and the scouts went into camp. In the morning they discovered a trail which they followed it led them to the ashes of their own lodges. Genl Crook’s cavalry under Colonel Reynolds by a long and terrible trying night march completely surprised the village on the morning of March 17th, captured and partially burnt it. This village was particularly rich in bead work, buffalo robes, furs, dried meats, fine skin lodges in fact everything that goes to make Indians wealthy and comfortable. The first charge upon the lodges swept everything before it, men, women and children rushed frantically from comfortable teepees (many cutting their way out with knives) to the adjacent ravines and rocky bluffs, but a rally was soon made and from behind rocks and other shelter they fired on the troops which soon abandoned the village and retired.

This was a complete surprise and yet nearly every Indian as he rushed from his lodge took his gun and cartridges with him. This presence of mind or instinct never seems to fail this warlike and savage race. About one thousand ponies were captured but the Indians recovered nearly all of them that night. There was one Sioux and one squaw killed in the fight which was erroneously called Crazy Horse’s as that chief and Sitting Bull were camped at this time on the Little Missouri and did not know that a fight had taken place till some time after. The Indians gathered up what they could and started for Crazy Horses camp which they soon afterwards found suffering greatly enroute however. Soon after this Indians commenced going out from the agencies here and on the Missouri River, well armed with plenty of ammunition thoroughly equipped for field service. Nearly every tribe or band of the Sioux Nation was well represented.

They kept themselves thoroughly posted in regard to the movements of troops in this Department and the Department of Dakota, and as the forces advanced into their country, they harassed and annoyed them by firing into their camps and trying to steal stock, and kept a sharp watch on all small parties. While Genl Crook’s forces were encamped on Goose Creek in June 76 a small party was sent out under Lieut Sibley which made an almost miraculous escape. The Indians discovered it soon after it left camp but the spirited resistance offered when they attempted to capture it - one Indian killed and some wounded and the prompt action taken in abandoning the horses in some brush as well as the favorable topography of the country saved the party. The escape was so cunningly conducted that it was not suspected and the horses were not taken out of the brush till the next morning. On June 17th the Indians were camped on a small tributary of the Little Big Horn about eighteen miles above the place where Genl Custer’s troops found them on the 25th. They had at this time about 1200 standing lodges and 400 wicky ups or brush shelters and numbered about 3500 fighting men. Gen. Crook’s forces left their camp on Goose Creek early on the morning of June 16th and started for the Rosebud where the Indian village had been but a few days before. Soon after the troops left camp the Indians knew of the movement and nearly all of their fighting men started out to meet them. The Ogallalas, Minneconjous, Sans Arcs, Uncpapaps, Cheyennes, Yanktons, Yanktonians, Blackfeet and Brules were all represented. On the morning of the 17th the Crows were first discovered and in chasing them the engagement was precipitated, as it was intended that the fight should take place a little further down the Rosebud. The Indian tactics of carrying everything before them with a grand rush or wild charge was tried and failed. They were repulsed but though driven back they vanished only to reappear at some other point of the line. And in this way the engagement was kept up some three hours. Failing however in their efforts to stampede the troops, a retreat was made down the Rosebud canon for the purpose of decoying the white soldiers into an ambush where if they had followed in all human probability Gen Crook’s forces would have suffered the same fate that befell Gen Custer’s troops a few days later.

In this fight eight Indians were killed - (two Cheyennes, two Uncpapas, one Sans Arc, one Minneconjou, and two Ogallalas) and a large number wounded. Some few remained behind to watch the troops and the rest returned to their village which in a day or two they moved down to the point where Gen. Custer found it.

The enclosed map is a fair copy made of a rude sketch made for me by an Indian with a pencil on the floor of my room in giving me a description of the Custer massacre. He attempted to erase it with his moccasin but enough was left to allow me to retrace it, which I did and then copied it on paper.

Though the Indians knew that the troops were in their vicinity and though their scouts had seen them on this very morning yet they marched at such a rapid rate that a comparative surprise was made, and the Indians in the village first saw them at the point A and knew that the white soldiers were upon them. The right hand bank of the stream is a species of bad lands rough precipitous, cut into ravines and nearly impossible to cross except at the regular fords B, C, and D. On account of the peculiar topography of the ground but a small portion of the village could be seen from the point A. A grassy plat led back from the river on the left bank for about two miles terminating in bluffs and ridges with a dry creek bottom or ravine at G. As soon as the troops were seen on the bluffs at the point A the old men, women, and children were hustled into the thick timber below D and ravine G. The village was about three miles and a half in length and its widest part about two miles.

The Uncpapas, Ogallalas, Minneconjous, Cheyennes and Sans Arcs were each camped in a circular or crescent shape forming the outer circumference of the village. The Brules, Santees, Blackfeet, Yanktons and Yanktonians having their lodges with the other bands between them. The forces were separated at A one column going down and crossing the river at B the other turning to the right of the ridge with the evident intention of striking the village in the center. This however was impossible from the nature of the ground and crossing till the trails heading down from the ford D were reached.

The first column under Col Reno after crossing were thrown out as skirmishers E—F the Indians rushed out and formed line opposite them especially strong against the flank F, doubled it up and forced the troops across the river at a very difficult ford C, not however without suffering great loss.

After driving Col Reno’s forces across the river most of the Indians left his immediate front and went down to join those who were fighting Gen. Custer’s column which came down and made an attempt to cross at the mouth of the little stream at K finding it impossible turned up the ridge, then turned again as the trails leading down to the ford D were reached. The Indians had massed in the ravines and timber and opened such a terrific fire from all sides that the troops gave way, the Indians rushed in & made it a hand to hand conflict. The troops attempted to rally once or twice but were literally overwhelmed with numbers and in a few moments not one was left alive to tell the story.

The temporary respite gave Col Reno time to gather his forces on a sort of bluff at H and partially entrench himself. The Indians believing that they had him anyway in a measure abandoned the attack for the night, and besides they had a large number of dead and wounded on their hands to care for.

If Col Reno had attempted to succor Genl Custer’s forces he would most surely have met their fate. The next day the approach of Gen. Terry’s column was discovered. And as Gen. Custer had fallen upon them much more quickly than they anticipated, they hurriedly broke camp leaving much of their camp equipage behind them.

The timely arrival of this force saved Col Reno’s party. In this fight about 40 Indians were killed and a very large number wounded.

They say the white soldiers fought bravely and desperately and give instances of personal gallantry which created admiration and respect even in their savage hearts. But it is impossible to positively identify the individuals from their imperfect descriptions. I am convinced however that none were taken prisoners and subjected to torture as has been represented.

The Indians say that many of the dead soldiers’ carbines were found with shells stuck fast in the chambers rendering them entirely useless for the time being. This fight brought Crazy Horse more prominently before all the Indians than any one else. He rode with the greatest daring up and down in front of Col Reno’s skirmish line, and as soon as these troops were driven across the river, he went at once to Genl Custer’s front and there became the leading spirit. Before this he had a great reputation in it he gained a greater prestige than any other Indian in the camp. Sitting bull seems not to have marked his conduct on this day with any special fierceness though of course he was a leader where the fighting was hardest.

They moved over the mountains to Tongue River thence to Powder and from there to the Little Missouri. Here to subsist they separated a little and on the 9th of September a small village of some forty lodges was struck by Col Mills near Slim Buttes. The main camp was on the Little Missouri about twenty miles away - and in the afternoon those who had been in the small village having gone to the main camp. They returned with all the available young bucks to annihilate the small force that had commenced the fight, but instead of this they found an army opposed to them. And as they knew that quite a number of captives had fallen into our hands, this taken in connection with the warm reception they met caused them to desist and also refrain from firing into the troops afterward. Nine Indians were killed in the fight. Four bucks, four squaws, and one child. And some twenty men, women, and children captured, and about 200 ponies were secured in the first charge by our cavalry.

This village had several thousand pounds of dried meat, some little flour, quite a quantity of dried berries, all of which fell into our hands, and as Gen. Crook’s forces were reduced to rations of horse meat made a more desirable and necessary acquisition to the subsistence department. The lodges, robes, blankets, saddles, cooking utensils in fact all that the camp contained except what could be used to subsist our troops was thoroughly destroyed. About this time many Indians left the hostile camp and returned to their agencies. Some went in to get a fresh supply of ammunition and obtain information. But most of them had become tired of war. The camp separated on account of the scarcity of game. Sitting Bull with some three hundred lodges crossed over the Yellowstone, and soon after had his council and fight with Genl Miles’ forces. One Indians was killed in this fight an Uncpapa. After this council some lodges recrossed to this side of the Yellowstone and the rest went north, some going as far as the British possessions. Crazy Horse went to the Rosebud country. And while enroute at the mouth of clear fork of the Powder river the Cheyennes left and crossed over into the Big Horn Valley. The Cheyennes numbering one hundred and eighty lodges finally reached the head waters of the north fork of Powder River on Bates Creek and here on November 25th Gen Crook’s cavalry with three hundred and twenty Indian scouts all under command of Col R.S. Mackenzie 4th Cavalry, completely surprised them, captured and destroyed their entire village with nearly all it contained. Secured six hundred ponies. Killed fourteen bucks and two squaws wounded many more and left them in bitterly cold weather on the top of the Big Horn Mountains without shelter with few blankets, scarcely any saddles, nothing to eat but their few remaining ponies and what game they could find and kill. Under these trying circumstances they started to join Crazy Horse who was supposed by them to be on the Rosebud, but that chief had moved his band down Tongue River near the mouth of Beaver Creek.

The Cheyennes suffered terribly. Enroute infants died of cold at their mothers breasts. Fourteen men women and children were badly frozen. This blow inflicted in part by their own people. One hundred and fifty Sioux, Cheyennes and Arrapahoe scouts having been enlisted at these agencies and acting as our allies in the fight created consternation in the minds of all the hostiles. Every Indian who now came to their camp from the agencies they suspected as a spy. And the surprise at Slim Buttes and on Bates Creek kept them in a constant state of suspense and fear of a like disaster. Soon after the Cheyennes found Crazy Horse they all moved by short marches up Tongue river and on January 5th 1877 were camped a few miles above the canon by which that river breaks through Wolf Mountains. There was in this camp at the time about 500 lodges. Gen Miles’ forces consisting of Infantry and a few Crow scouts had been seen coming up the river and were met at the mouth of this canon and a portion of the Indians engaged him. They were to fall back and the troops were to be entrapped in the canon. The plan did not succeed however as the troops did not follow and the ambush prepared for them failed.

If the troops had followed in all human probability they would have been all killed. In this fight three Indians were killed two Sioux and one Cheyenne and some wounded. The day previous eight Cheyenne Squaws who were away from the main village cutting up game and did not know of the approach of the soldiers were captured by the Crow scouts.

Soon after this engagement the camp broke up as they could not subsist on the game in the immediate vicinity.

Sitting Bull had returned to this side of the Yellowstone and was camped with about fifty lodges at the mouth of Little Powder river about one hundred and fifty more lodges of Sans Arcs, Minneconjous and Uncpapas joined him and he went north. All the hostiles this side of the Yellowstone through efforts made at the different agencies surrendered with the exception of about fifty lodges of Minneconjous, Uncpapas and Cheyennes under Lame Deer who declined to accept the terms offered. He moved to a branch of the Rosebud where on May 25, 77 he was completely surprised by Genl Miles’ Cavalry, his entire village captured and destroyed with nearly all it contained, and also suffered a loss of some four hundred ponies. Lame Deer, his son, and six other Indians were killed and many wounded. The remnants of the band fled to the vicinity of Slim Buttes and have since committed some depredations near the Black Hills and mouth of Tongue River.

They are headed at present by Fast Bull. Some twenty of the Cheyennes who were with the band at the time of the fight surrendered at this agency soon after it took place, and some sixty of the Sioux have come into Spotted Tail. The rest with the exception of some five lodges of Uncpapas (who have gone north) remained out till Sept 9th, when they surrendered at Spotted Tail Agency.

I have not been able to find an Indian who was in Lt Baldwin’s fight, but I am told that it was with the Uncpapas and that three Indians were killed and seven captured.

I am Sir Very Respectfully your obt Servt

W.P. Clark 1st Lieut. 2nd Cavalry

Clark’s report requires very little in the way of commentary, but Sheridan deemed it necessary to add his own endorsement and opinions, in forwarding the report to his own superiors. Those opinions are in accord with what became the “standard” story of the fights on the Little Horn and coming from someone in a position to know, or to get at the truth, they carried a great deal of weight. There is no reason, of course, why Sheridan’s opinions should be considered more valid than those of the Indians who gave Clark the information upon which his report was based. Sheridan was not there and had to rely on the reports he received, just as did Clark - the difference being that everyone who reported to Sheridan had an axe to grind, while the Indians who spoke to Clark did not, nor were they trying to avoid blame for a disaster of shattering proportions.

There is one item of interest however, which bears emphasis, and that is the identity of the village attacked on St. Patrick’s Day by Reynolds. This village has persistently been identified as belonging to Crazy Horse, or if not him to the Cheyenne Two Moon. Clark correctly identifies the Cheyenne chief as Old Bear and adds that the Sioux, He Dog, had fourteen lodges in the camp. So it is evident that the correct information was available to researchers as early as the fall of 1877, causing one to wonder why the erroneous statements have persisted for all these years. Maybe “Crazy Horse” just sounds better than “Old Bear!” The correct designation appears in the text and also in the Appendix given over to a discussion of the movements of the hostiles.

There follows excerpts from Sheridan’s endorsement and it easy to see how his opinions shaped accounts in the years to come.

…There is much interesting information in this report…but the narratives of the Indians should be read with a considerable degree of allowance and some doubt, as Indians generally make their descriptions to conform to what they think are the wishes of those who interview them…There certainly were enough Indians there to defeat the 7th Cavalry, divided as it was into three parts, and to totally annihilate any one of these three detachments in the open field, as was proved in the destruction of one of them and its gallant commander. The reasons why Major Reno should have remained where he was driven, on the top of the bluff, that he afterwards fortified and held, are very good; but there are other reasons no less strong. for instance, he could not abandon his wounded, who would have been slain by the enemy, and furthermore, he had no knowledge of the whereabouts of Custer nor of the straits he was in, and it is natural to presume that he supposed Col. Custer would return to his support when he discovered the superiority in numbers of the Indians, in order that the regiment might be reunited.

The history of the battle of the Little Big Horn can now be told in a few words. The Indians were actually surprised, and in the confusion arising from the surprise and the attempt of the women and children to get out of the way, Col. Custer was led to believe that the Indians were retreating and would escape him; furthermore, from the point he left Major Reno he could only see a small portion of the Indian encampment, and had no just conception of its size, consequently he did not wait to close up his regiment and attack with its full strength, but, ordering Major Reno to attack the village at its upper end, he started directly down the stream on the further side of the bluffs which concealed the river from his view and hid him from the Indians, with five companies of the 7th cavalry. Upon reaching a trail that led down to the river, opposite about the middle of the village, he followed it down nearly to the stream, and then, without even attempting to cross (for no bodies of men or horses were found upon either side of the stream near the ford), he went back for a few hundred yards and started directly up the line of the fatal ridge where his body and the bodies of his command were afterwards found, with the evident intention of going to the lower end of the village and crossing and attacking the Indians there. It was upon this ridge that he was completely surrounded and his command annihilated. There are no indications whatever that he attempted to go back and rejoin Major Reno. Had he done this after reaching the ford above named, Captain Benteen, having in the meantime joined Major Reno, he would have had his whole regiment together, and could have held his own, at least, and possibly have defeated the Indians. If the Indians had really known that he was coming, they would have gone out to meet him, as they did to meet Gen. Crook only eight days before, in order to let the women and children and the village get out of the way. Again, if Col. Custer had waited until his regiment was closed up and crossed it at the point Major Reno did, and had made his attack in the level valley, posting some of his men in the woods, all the Indians there could not have defeated him…

P.H. Sheridan,
Lieut-Gen. Commanding.

[CN] 4.3

[CT] BRIGADIER-GENERAL GEORGE CROOK: HIS REPORTS RELATIVE TO THE “BATTLE OF THE ROSEBUD,” DATED JUNE 19 & 20, 1876

Crook’s action on the upper reaches of the Rosebud was reported by him in the following official dispatch to General Sheridan in Chicago and in the official report which Crook wrote the next day. It will suffice to point out here that any resemblance between Crook’s reports and reality is, as they say, purely coincidental. Crook’s telegram is prefaced and followed by comments from General Sheridan. I have not edited the telegram, but I have deleted some non-essential portions of the report.

 Chicago, June 23, 1876.

Gen. E.D. Townsend, Washington, D.C.

The following dispatch from General Crook is forwarded for the information of the General of the Army:

Camp on the Mouth of the Tongue River, Wyoming, June 19th, 1876.

Via Fort Fetterman, June 23d.-

Lieut-Gen. Sheridan, Chicago, Ill.:

Returned to camp to-day, having marched as indicated in my last telegram. When about forty miles from here on Rosebud Creek, Montana, on the morning of the 17th inst., the scouts reported Indians in the vicinity and within a few moments we were attacked in force, the fight lasting several hours. We were near the mouth of a deep canon, through which the creek ran. The sides were very steep, covered with pine and apparently impregnable. The village was supposed to be at the other end, about eight miles off. They displayed a strong force at all points, occupying so many and such covered places that it is impossible to correctly estimate their numbers. The attack, however, showed that they anticipated that they were strong enough to thoroughly defeat the command.

During the engagement I tried to throw a strong force through the canon, but I was obliged to use it elsewhere before it had gotten to the supposed location of the village. The command finally drove the Indians back in great confusion, following them several miles, the scouts killing a good many during the retreat. Our casualties were nine men killed and fifteen wounded of the Third Cavalry; two wounded of the Second Cavalry; three men wounded of the Fourth Infantry, and Captain Henry, of the Third Cavalry, severely wounded in the face. It is impossible to correctly estimate the loss of the Indians, many being killed in the rocks and others being gotten off before we got possession of that part of the field, thirteen dead bodies being left.

We remained on the field that night, and having nothing but what each man carried himself we were obliged to retire to the train to properly care for our wounded, who were transported here on mule-litters. They are now comfortable and all doing well.

I expect to find those Indians in rough places all the time and so have ordered five companies of infantry, and shall not probably make any extended movement until they arrive.

The officers and men behaved with marked gallantry during the engagement.

Crook, Brigadier-General

The movement of General Terry, indicated in his dispatch of the 12th inst., leads me to believe that he is at or near the Rosebud about this time. He has formed a junction with Gibbon, and will, undoubtedly, take up the fight which Crook discontinued for want of supplies and to take care of his wounded. I communicated to General Crook by courier from Fort Fetterman the position and intentions of General Terry. He must have received it before this date.

P. H. Sheridan, Lieutenant-General.

Headquarters Big Horn and Yellowstone Expedition Camp

Cloud Peak Base Big Horn Mountains W.T.

June 20th, 1876

To the Assistant Adjutant General

Headqrs. Mil. Dis. of the Mo.

Chicago, Ill.

Sir,

I have the honor to report that the detachments of Crow and Shoshone Indian Scouts I had been negotiating for, reached me on the night of the 14th instant. I immediately packed my trains, pack animals etcetera in a secure place so arranged that the civilian employees left with them could, if necessary, defend them till our return, and marched on the morning of the 16th with every available fighting man and four days rations carried by each officer and man on his person or saddle…every man who went whether citizen, servant or soldier, armed and with some organization for fighting purposes only.

The Crow Indians were under the impression that the hostile village was located on Tongue river or some of its small tributaries and were quite positive we should be able to surprise it. While I hardly believed this to be possible as the Indians had hunting parties out who must necessarily become aware of…the command I considered it worth while to make the attempt…

Marching from our camp on…Goose Creek…towards the Yellowstone, on the end of the first day’s march we came to a small stream near the divide that separates the waters of the Tongue and Rosebud. We discovered that a small party of hunters had seen us. We crossed the divide that evening and camped on the headwaters of a small stream laid down on the map as Rosebud Creek and about thirty-five or forty miles from our camp…

Pushing on the next morning down the Rosebud with my Indian scouts in front, when about five miles down the stream, near the mouth of a deep canyon, the scouts came into camp reported that they had seen something, and wished me to go into camp where we were lying close till they could investigate, and very soon after others came in reporting the Sioux in the vicinity and within a few minutes we were attacked by them in force.

The country was very rough and broken, and the attack was made in greater or less force on all sides, and in advancing to meet it the command necessarily became separated. Under the circumstances I did not believe that any fight we could have would be decisive in its result, unless we secured their village which was supposed to be in close proximity. I therefore made every effort to close the command and march on their village.

I had great difficulty in getting the battalions together…The Indians were apparently aware of the reason of the movement and assembled on the bluffs overlooking the canyon through which the command would have to pass.

While the engagement was in progress I succeeded however in throwing a portion of the command into and down the canyon for several miles but was obliged to use it elsewhere…our Indians refused to go into it saying it would be certain death. The bluffs on the sides of the canyon were covered with timber where they could fire upon the command at short range while a return fire would be of no effect.

The troops having repulsed the attack…in connection with the Indian Scouts drove the Sioux several miles, and…it remained to follow the retreating Sioux without rations, dragging our wounded after us…or return to our train where they could be cared for. The latter being the course adopted, we camped that night on the field, and marched next morning…reaching camp yesterday evening…

Our casualties during the action were ten killed including one Indian Scout, and twenty-one wounded, including Captain Guy V. Henry, 3rd Cavalry, severely wounded in the face. It is impossible to correctly estimate the loss of the enemy as the field extended over several miles of rough country…

I respectfully…commend the gallantry and efficiency of the officers and men of the expedition as worthy of every praise.

Lt. Colonel Royall and Major Chambers have given me great strength by the able manner in which they commanded their respective columns.

I am particularly grateful to them for their efficiency during the trip and the engagement.

I am, Sir –

Very respectfully

Your Obedt Servt,

George Crook

Brigadier General Commanding

[CN] 4.4

[CT] COLONEL JOHN GIBBON: REPORT OF THE 1876 CAMPAIGN: OCTOBER 17, 1876

As did all other commanding officers, Colonel John Gibbon submitted a report of his operations in the field during the 1876 campaign to his superior, which in Gibbon’s case meant to General Terry (through the proper channels, of course).

Excerpts from Gibbon’s report are reproduced here. Since most writers on the subject of the Little Horn tend to quote from them, I believe that the reader should have access to the original words. I have used only those portions of the report which deal with the “plan” for the “combined movements” of Gibbon and Custer, and I would repeat one of my earlier cautions: because a document is “official” does not lend any special credibility, or the contrary, to its contents.

Headquarters District of Montana,

Fort Shaw, Montana, October 17, 1876

 …On the 18th Major Reno, with a force of cavalry, arrived opposite our camp after a scout on Powder, Tongue, and Rosebud Rivers, during which he reported he had seen no Indians, and the next day he proceeded down the river.

A cavalry scout up the river [Yellowstone] having reported the side streams almost impassable, by reason of floods from recent rains, I started Captain Freeman with three companies of infantry on the 21st, up the road to build bridges. General Terry reaching the camp by steamer shortly afterward, the whole command was started up the river. I, at his request, accompanied him on the Far West, for the purpose of conferring with Lieutenant-Colonel Custer, who reached a point on the opposite side of the river with the whole of the Seventh Cavalry that afternoon.

That evening the plan of operations was agreed upon. Lieutenant-Colonel Custer, with the Seventh Cavalry was to proceed up the rosebud till he struck an Indian trail, discovered during Major Reno’s scout. As my scouts had recently reported smoke on the Little Big Horn, the presence of an Indian camp some distance up that stream was inferred.

Lieutenant-Colonel Custer was instructed to keep constantly feeling toward his left, well up toward the mountains, so as to prevent the Indians escaping in that direction, and to strike the Little Big Horn above (south of) the supposed location of the camp, while my command was to march up the Yellowstone to the mouth of the Big Horn, there to be ferried across by the steamer, then to move up the Big Horn to the mouth of the Little Big Horn, and up that stream, with the hope of getting the camp between the two forces. As it would take my command three days to reach the mouth of the Big Horn, and probably a day to cross it over the Yellowstone, besides two more to reach the mouth of the Little Big Horn, and Lieutenant-Colonel Custer had the shorter line over which to operate the department commander strongly impressed upon him the propriety of not pressing his march too rapidly. He got off with his regiment at 12 o’clock the next day, (22d) three gatling guns, under Lieutenant Low, Twentieth Infantry, being detached from his regiment and sent to join my command. The steamer got away at 4 o’clock that day, and reached Fort Pease early on the morning of the 24th. My command except the train and Captain Kirtland’s company, (B, Seventh Infantry), being at once ferried across, was that evening, moved out to the crossing of Tullock’s Fork. I did not accompany it and General Terry took command of the troops in person [Gibbon was ill]. The next day the steamer entered the mouth of the Big Horn and proceeded up that stream.

The next morning early, (26th,) I left the Far West and overtook the infantry portion of the command, General Terry having made a night march with the cavalry and Gatling guns, and later in the day that portion of the command was overtaken on a high ridge overlooking the valley of the Little Big Horn near its mouth, where by direction of General Terry, I resumed command of my troops. Shortly afterward our scouts brought in news that they had encountered some Indians, and, giving chase had run them across the Big Horn. They had dropped articles in their flight which proved them to be Crows, assigned to duty with Lieutenant-Colonel Custer’s command. They, having discovered that their pursuers belonged to their own tribe, refused to come back, and called across the river that Custer’s command had been entirely destroyed by the Sioux, who were chasing the soldiers all over the country and killing them. We now pushed up the valley of the Little Big Horn as rapidly as the men could march, large fires being seen in the distance. Efforts were made to communicate with Lieutenant-Colonel Custer by scouts, but our Crow interpreter deserted and took the Crows with him, and two attempts made by white men to precede the command with despatches failed, the scouts in both cases running into Indians. As we proceeded up the valley the fires increased in number and volume, giving rise to the impression that Custer had captured the camp and destroyed it. The Indians, who late in the afternoon appeared in sight on the hills in front of us, rather militated against the supposition, however and after marching until dark we halted and bivouaced on the prairie.

The next morning the march was resumed, and after proceeding about 3 miles we came in sight of a large deserted Indian camp, in which two tepees were still standing, and these were found to contain the dead bodies of Indians. Many lodge poles were still standing, and the quantity of property scattered about testified to the hasty departure of the Indians. Our scouts reported only a few scattering horsemen in sight on the distant hills. We continued to move rapidly forward, still uncertain as to the fate of Custer’s command, Captain Ball’s company about a mile in advance. While passing through the Indian camp a report reached me from our scouts in the hills to the north of the river that a large number of bodies of white men had been discovered, and shortly afterward Lieutenant Bradley came in with the information that he had counted 194 bodies of dead soldiers. All doubt that a serious disaster had happened to Lieutenant-Colonel Custer’s command now vanished, and the march was continued under the uncertainty as to whether we were going to rescue the survivors or to battle with the enemy who had annihilated him. At length we caught sight of a number of animals congregated upon the slopes of a distant hill, and on a point nearer to us three horsemen were evidently watching us. After Captain Ball’s company had passed them these cautiously approached us, our troops being convinced we were friends, they came forward more rapidly and announced that the Seventh Cavalry had been cut to pieces and the remnant, under Major Reno, were intrenched in the bluffs close by. Communication was now soon opened with Major Reno. His command was found intrenched upon the tops of several small ridges, their dead and living horses lying about them, with some fifty wounded men lying on the hot, dusty hilltops, where, until about 6 o’clock on the evening before, they had been unable to obtain any water except at the imminent risk of life. We were informed that in this spot they had been surrounded by overwhelming numbers of Indians from the close of Major Reno’s charge on the 25th (about 2 1/2 p.m.) until about 6 p.m. the next day, the Indians pouring upon them all that time a very close and almost continuous fire from the neighboring ridges, some of which commanded the position in reverse. The first inquiry made was if General Custer was with us, and the command appeared to know nothing of the fate of himself and that portion of his command immediately with him until we informed them of it. As described to us, the whole movement of the Indians when they abandoned their camp was visible from Major Reno’s position, and the last portion disappeared in the hills to the south just at dusk on the 26th, when my command was 8 3/4 miles from Major Reno’s position.

My command was at once placed in camp, and the arrangements made to bring down and properly care for the suffering wounded. This was effected by night-fall. The next day, 28th, Captain Ball, Second Cavalry was sent out with his company, and followed the main trail some ten or twelve miles. We found that it led directly south toward Big Horn Mountains, and in returning to camp he discovered a large fresh trail leading down the Little Big Horn toward the scene of the battle. The day was occupied in burying the dead and in constructing litters for the wounded…

The next day (20th) [it was the 29th] was occupied in destroying the large quantity of property abandoned by the Indians in their hasty flight. An immense number of lodge-poles, robes, and dressed skins, pots, kettles, cups, pans, axes, and shovels, were found scattered through the camp and along the trail followed by the Indians…[Gibbon goes on to describe the balance of the campaign].

In concluding this report I beg leave to submit the following suggestions:

It became evident during the campaign that we were attempting to carry on operations in an extensive region of something like four or five hundred miles square with inadequate means. Had we been called upon to operate against only the Indians known to be hostile, any one of the three columns sent against them would have been amply sufficient to cope with any force likely to be brought against it; but when the hostile body was largely re-enforced by accessions from the various agencies where the malcontents were doubtless in many cases driven to desperation by starvation and the heartless frauds perpetrated upon them, the problem became less simple, and when these various bands succeeded in finding a leader who possessed the tact, courage, and ability to concentrate and keep together so large a force, it was only a question of time as to when one or other of the exterior columns would meet with a check from the overwhelming numbers of the interior body. The first information we had of the force and strategy opposed to us was the check given to Custer’s column, resulting in a disaster which might have been worse but for the timely arrival of General Terry’s other column.

The inadequate means at the disposal of the troops became painfully apparent at an early day. Operating on one bank of a deep and rapid stream for a distance of several hundred miles, my column was entirely without the means of crossing to the other bank to strike exposed camps of the hostile bands…

I am, sir, very respectfully, your obedient servant,

John Gibbon

Colonel Seventh Infantry,

Commanding District

Maj. Geo.D. Ruggles,

Assistant Adjutant-General, Department of Dakota.

Leaving aside the subject of the conference and of Terry’s plan, much can still be found of interest in Gibbon’s report, although one might wonder just exactly why Gibbon does devote so much space to Custer’s instructions and Terry’s intentions instead of to his own orders - which are not stated anywhere.

In any event, Gibbon reveals, perhaps inadvertently, that Terry did not know how many warriors he was sending Custer up against: “The first information we had of the force and strategy opposed to us was the check given to Custer’s column…” At the same time and by means of the same sentence, he destroys Hughes’ argument to Fry that he [Gibbon] did not mean Custer’s defeat when he made the point about it being only a question of time before an exterior column suffered a “check” at the hands of the interior forces (the Indians). It is quite obvious that Gibbon did indeed mean to include Custer’s fight, since he used the wording quoted.

Much of Gibbon’s report is rather self-serving and exculpatory, as indeed were the majority of the reports written after the Custer disaster. It is perhaps not so surprising to find that as the norm and not the exception. Gibbon comes across as a commander who desperately wanted to fight the hostiles, but was prevented from so doing by the raging torrent of the Yellowstone. One wonders how his scouts managed to locate the hostiles on the south side of the river and why his officers grew something akin to impatient at his failure to follow up any of their reports. Indeed, the historian is left to wonder why he never reported his finds to his superior.

Gibbon’s reference to the smoke seen by his scouts on the Little Horn establishing the location of the hostiles is belied by his own note to Terry dated 18 June, sent with Reno, which stated only that Reno had seen no Indians, but had found “signs of camps on Tongue River and Rosebud, and trails leading up Rosebud. I presume the only remaining chance of finding Indians now is in the direction of the headwaters of Rosebud or Little Big Horn…” Here, in one simple sentence, Gibbon reveals the truth about Terry’s knowledge of the location of the Indians, for nobody knew anything more than what Gibbon said in his note and there is a world of difference, not to mention several dozen miles, between the “headwaters of the Rosebud or Little Big Horn” and where the hostiles actually were found. In fact, Gibbon well knew that the smoke seen by his scouts (it was seen on the 16th of June) was not anywhere on the Little Horn, or even close to it.

Lieutenant Bradley wrote that “…the Crows discovered a heavy smoke across and up the river, apparently on O’Fallon’s Creek…,” and Captain Freeman wrote that “…Crow scouts came in and reported a big smoke on O’Fallon’s Creek…” Now, it is unlikely that the Crows had gone as far as O’Fallon’s Creek, which is a dozen miles east of the Powder, but place names in those days were somewhat problematical (what was one thing then is another now and vice versa), and it is conceivable that the reference was to either Tullock’s Fork or Armell’s Creek, both of which were at one time called O’Fallon’s. This might explain Terry’s insistence on scouting Tullock’s.

In any event it is clear that the Crows did not come in and tell Gibbon one thing and another to everyone else and it is equally clear that Gibbon was not simply in error when he said that the smoke was seen on the Little Horn: he lied about it. And he did so afterward in what was an obvious and largely successful attempt to lend credence to Terry’s plan.

[CN] 4.5

[CT] LIEUTENANT EDWARD J. MCCLERNAND: REPORT AS FOUND IN THE ANNUAL REPORT OF THE CHIEF OF ENGINEERS FOR THE FISCAL YEAR ENDING JUNE 30, 1877, APPENDIX PP, ENTITLED “JOURNAL OF MARCHES MADE BY THE FORCES UNDER COLONEL JOHN GIBBON…”

Edward John McClernand was a young second lieutenant in the Second Cavalry, assigned as Engineer Officer of the Montana Column, under the command of Colonel Gibbon. In this capacity, McClernand was responsible for detailing the marches and the country covered by same during the campaign. He was seconded to Terry’s staff during the march from the Yellowstone to the Little Horn, in the same capacity, and his “Journal of Marches” is an excellent primary source of specific and detailed information relative to that movement. The reports of engineer officers/itinerists are always rather dry reading and given over to detailed descriptions of the topography and very accurate mileage figures. McClernand had the benefit of two odometers on his march, so his figures are even more “clinical” than usual and for that very reason are even more valuable.

This journal was written from his notes during December of 1876 and appears in appendix PP to the Annual Report of the Chief of Engineers for the Fiscal Year ended June 30, 1877. I have reproduced here only those portions dealing with the marches from the Yellowstone to the Little Horn and back to the camp on the Yellowstone, but I have quoted from the balance in the text and have relied on the Journal very heavily in describing Gibbon’s marches and actions while moving down the Yellowstone.

McClernand also wrote a personal narrative covering the years 1870, when he graduated from West Point and was assigned to the Second Cavalry, until 1878, when he was posted to the east. This narrative was originally entitled “Campaigning in Montana” and was changed by McClernand to “With the Indians and the Buffalo in Montana” before it was ever published. It made its first appearance in three issues of the Journal of the U.S. Cavalry Association, commencing in October, 1926 and has been republished in book form several times since (refer to B4.125). Portions of that narrative are made available in Appendix 3.73.

McClernand’s Journal begins here with the Montana Column in camp on the Yellowstone, on the north side, below the mouth of Rosebud Creek.

We remain in camp here (4 miles below the Rosebud) until the 21st. Most of the time the weather is very warm. The river, already high, continues to rise. On the 17th the Crow scouts report a big dust on the Rosebud, and shortly afterward a number of horsemen [appeared] on the opposite bank of the Yellowstone, 2 1/2 miles above. By means of signals, General Gibbon learns it is Colonel Reno with six companies of the Seventh Cavalry. The river is so broad that we have to use fieldglasses to read the signals. They have been scouting on Powder and Tongue Rivers, and on Rosebud Creek. No Indians have been seen, but a large trail leading toward the Little Big Horn has.

Colonel Reno returns down the river tomorrow to rejoin his regiment supposed to be near Tongue River.

On the 21st, the FAR WEST, with General Terry on board, arrives; orders are given us to proceed at once to Fort Pease. This movement has been in part anticipated, as we are all packed and ready to start. At 9:45 a.m., the march is commenced. While passing the mouth of the Rosebud a big dust is seen in the direction of the Big Wolf Mountains, and soon General Custer’s long line of cavalry comes into sight. Having marched 18.95 miles, we go into camp on the Yellowstone, at 7:45 p.m., in the lower end of the Great Porcupine Valley. The tents are scarcely pitched when a severe hail-storm sets in; the hail-stones, which are half as large as an egg nearly drive the horses frantic. At midnight Lieutenant Low reaches us with a battery of Gatling guns; he came from Fort Lincoln with General Custer. The country from here to Fort Pease having already been described, it is unnecessary to give the journal in full here. The cavalry and infantry march separately; the marches of the former are estimated, and those of the infantry measured. They are as follows, viz: On the 22nd, 20.73; on the 23rd, 21.04; on the 24th, 3.76 (2 1/2 miles above Pease). Total distance since leaving camp on the morning of the 21st, 64.48 miles.

June 24th - The FAR WEST arrives at 6 a.m. General Terry is aboard, and intends to accompany our column. One company of infantry is left to guard the train, the rest of the command begins crossing immediately. By 5:30 p.m. we are in camp on Tullock’s Fork, near the mouth, and 4.02 miles from our camp of the morning. General Gibbon is so sick that he is obliged to remain on the boat, which is to run up the Big Horn, and meet us if possible at the mouth of the Little Big Horn. The plan of the campaign seems to be for us to move up the Little Big Horn, and thus get below the village supposed to be on that stream, while General Custer strikes them from above. Both commands have left their wagons, and are traveling with pack-animals.

25th - Starting at 5:45 a.m., we move up Tullock’s Fork 3.3 miles, when it is decided to turn to the right along a dry creek, and ascend the ridge between here and the Big Horn. Having reached the summit, it becomes absolutely necessary to follow it, although it is narrow and very crooked. The entire divide is composed of sandstone, usually in horizontal strata. Rough ravines, hundreds of feet deep, and filled with scrubby pine, run back almost to the summit from both the Big Horn and Tullock’s Fork. The day is excessively warm, and the infantry toiling along over the broken country, suffer much for water, which cannot be found anyplace along the divide. After marching 21.35 miles, and passing down a hill where the Gatling guns have to be lowered by hand, the Big Horn is reached, enabling men and animals to quench their intense thirst. Halting here a few minutes we again take up the march, and climbing over a high hill reach a pretty bottom on the Big Horn. Here a halt is made among noble cottonwood trees. Distance marched during the day, 23.65 miles. On the opposite side of the river, the large valley mentioned in the journal of April 25th, begins to open out. At 4:30 p.m. the rain begins to fall heavily, but General Terry decides to push on with the cavalry and battery, desiring to get in the immediate vicinity of the Little Big Horn as soon as possible. The infantry being completely exhausted by the day’s march, which has been a severe one, is to remain in camp, and follow in the morning. At 5:15 p. m., we are again in the saddle and continuing our march up the Big Horn. After leaving the little bottom, in which we had been resting, our course lies over rough hills and across deep ravines. Night comes on very dark, and the rain continues to fall heavily until 10:30 p.m. It is with difficulty that the parts of the command in rear can see to follow those in advance. The battery especially has great difficulty in keeping up. At midnight we halt in a ravine, where there is a little water standing in holes, and near which the grass is tolerably good. There is some wood here, but to prevent all risk of signaling our approach, no fires are lighted. Distance marched since leaving the infantry, 12.10 miles; during the day, 35.75.

26th starting at 9:15 a.m., we go but a short way, when Lieutenant Bradley, in charge of the scouts, brings in word that two of our Crows who were sent with General Custer, are on the opposite side of the Big Horn, and say that General Custer was badly beaten yesterday and killed in a fight about 18 miles from here on the Little Big Horn, which river is now but a short distance in our front. Up this stream a big smoke can be seen; but the report of the Crows not being generally believed, it is supposed to be caused by Custer burning the village. A halt is made to await the infantry, and about this time General Gibbon arrives from the boat, which he reports is coming up the Big Horn without difficulty, with 160 tons of freight. The hills around us are barren and broken, growing little else but cactus. The infantry having arrived, the march is resumed. After marching 10.35 miles, the infantry having made 18.85, a halt is made on the Little Big Horn, in a pretty spot covered with fine grass, and surrounded with beautiful groves of cottonwood and ash. The river is about 20 yards wide and 2 1/2 feet deep. At 5 p.m. the march is resumed. Passing along the west bank of the Little Big Horn, our route lies through a beautiful valley carpeted with fine grass. After marching about 5 miles, twelve or fifteen ponies are picked up, and shortly afterward several Indians are seen hovering around our front. A long line looking like cavalry, and three or four miles on our right and front is seen, by several officers through their field glasses. One officer also sees something on the hills to the left looking like buffalo lying down. Night comes on before anything definite can be determined, but it is evident that General Custer has not been entirely successful. Having marched 6 3/4 miles from our last resting place, we go into camp at 8 p.m., in the middle of a grassy and pretty valley. Distance marched during the day by the infantry, 29.05 miles; by the cavalry, 17 miles. Whatever the result of the fight has been, every one anticipates another one to-morrow.

27th - The night passed away quietly. Making an early start, we go but a short way when two tepees are seen through the timber, and crossing a narrow sandstone point (mentioned in the journal of April 29th) we see just in front of us where a very large village was yesterday. The fate of Custer is now more puzzling than ever. We are not left much longer in suspense. Lieutenant Bradley sends in word he has counted one hundred and ninety-six dead cavalrymen lying on the hills to the left. What the officer saw yesterday looking like buffalo lying down are dead comrades and their horses. Soon two officers reach us from Colonel Reno, and tell us of their part in the action. “Where is Custer?” is asked them. “The last we saw of him he was going down that high bluff toward the lower end of the village. We do not know where he is now.” They are told, “We have found him.” The Indians evidently left in a great hurry, leaving several lodges standing, and great numbers of buffalo-robes, blankets, tepee-poles, camp utensils, together with great quantities of meat (dried) and 50 or 60 ponies. After marching 8 3/4 miles we encamp on the Little Big Horn near Colonel Reno’s position, which is on a high and steep bluff. The field and its incidents have been described too often to bear repetition here. An official map of it has been made by the chief engineer officer of the department. The fighting taking place here reminds me of a taunt left by one of our Crow scouts not more than 3 or 4 miles up the valley during our scout over this same ground on the 29th of last April. Taking an abandoned hard-bread box and a piece of charcoal he covered it with a lot of drawings, which he said would tell the Sioux that we meant to clear them out, and then sticking a handful of green grass in the cracks, he added, “and this will tell them we are going to do it this summer.” It is a little strange, considering the hundreds of miles we have marched over, that this taunt should have been left almost on the very spot where the one desperate fight of the campaign took place.

28th Most of the day is passed in burying the dead, bringing in the wounded from “Reno’s Hill,” and making hand-litters for them. At 6:30 p.m., the movement for the mouth of the Little Big Horn is commenced, but the difficulty of carrying the wounded by hand is so great that although the march is continued until midnight we make only 4.64 miles, and then go into camp on the river near what was the north end of the village.

29th - Last night’s experience having demonstrated the inefficiency of hand-litters, mule-litters are constructed to-day. A portion of the command is employed in burning the plunder found in the Indian camp, and as there are many wagonloads of it the work takes most of the day. At 5 p.m. the march is resumed. Upon leaving camp it was only intended to proceed during the evening a few miles, but meeting two couriers 3 miles from camp, who inform us that the boat is at the mouth of the Little Big Horn, it is decided to push on. After following the valley marched through on the afternoon of the 26th, for several miles, we turn to the left across some rolling hills and finally gain an elevated plateau. This plateau grows large cactus and as the night is dark, it is very annoying to men and horses. The steamboat is reached after marching 14.9 miles. On account of the darkness it is only after much difficulty that a trail can be found leading down to the bottom near the boat. About 1 o’clock fires were built along a ravine, and by this means the wounded men are gotten down and put aboard at 1:30 a.m. The FAR WEST has been several miles farther up the Big Horn, and is now lying in that river, about half a mile above the mouth of the Little Big Horn.

30th - The boat leaves about noon for our supply-camp, and General Terry being aboard, the command falls to General Gibbon. At 5 p.m. the entire command, including the Seventh Cavalry, cross the Little Big Horn and go into camp on its north bank, near the mouth, in a pretty camp along the large cottonwood trees. From here to the supply-camp the route followed is nearly the same as the one used on our way up a few days ago. The following are the distances marched, (approximated.)

July 1st - Start at 5 a.m., march 20 miles, and camp on the Big Horn, where the infantry camped on the night of the 25th.

2nd- Started at 4:30 a.m., march 23 miles, and crossing the Yellowstone on the boat, go into camp where we left the train. We remain in this camp until the 22nd, waiting for re-inforcements and supplies. During this time the river falls about 4 feet. Part of the time the weather is very warm…

E.J. McClernand

Second Lieutenant

Second Cavalry,

Acting Engineer Officer, District Montana

It really is a pleasure to read McClernand’s report, after wading through hundreds of references to “approximately” this, or “about” that. Imagine: “… we make only 4.64 miles…”! In addition to its precision, this journal provides us with some information which, while never quite hidden, has never featured prominently in attempts to analyze individual’s actions and motives.

It tells us, for instance, that it was Terry, not Gibbon, who had command of the Montana Column at the most critical times and that it was Terry, not Gibbon [and certainly not Brisbin], who pushed the column severely and who took the disastrous detour on Tullock’s Fork which resulted in the late arrival at the Little Horn. Subsequent to the disaster on the Little Horn, there was so much emphasis on Custer’s having attacked early that hardly anyone noticed that Terry had arrived late. Of course, Terry glibly altered his date of supposed arrival, even after he had made it up, from “not before the 26th” to “not later than the 26th” to “the morning of the 26th” to “the evening of the 26th.” So when he finally arrived on station with his full complement of troops on the morning of the 27th, he was late however one wants to measure timeliness - and not only did he know he was late, he knew that it was his own fault and he also knew by then that something untoward and probably unpleasant had happened on the Little Horn [from the scouts’ reports].

It was all of this knowledge that caused him to take the command gingerly up the valley of the Little Horn and it is quite obvious from McClernand’s journal that progress became very careful after those scout reports of a big fight had been received. Contrast the mileage before and after that specific time, early on the 26th:

June 21: 18.95 miles June 22: 20.73 miles June 23: 21.04 miles

June 24: 4.02 miles, but the day was spent crossing the Yellowstone

June 25: 35.75 miles June 26: 17 miles

McClernand had more to say in his narrative than he could put in the official journal. I would strongly recommend that any serious student read the entire narrative, which is available in several different books and publications, but perhaps most conveniently in ‘On Time For Disaster’ (refer to B4.125). 

McClernand’s journal is not without errors, but these are explainable as being the result of his having written the journal in December of 1876, when he had the benefit of hindsight as well as information widely disseminated after the battle. He says, for example, that Reno had discovered a “large trail leading toward the Little Big Horn”. Reno discovered a trail alright, but he had no way of knowing where it led to, because he didn’t follow it far enough to discover that important piece of information. Since Reno didn’t know, there is no way that McClernand could have known. McClernand is also in error as to Terry’s plan, but that is a matter for another discussion.

[CN] 4.6

[CT] JOHNATHAN D MILES, AGENT: REPORT OF AUGUST 4, 1876

Source: Letters Receivd by the Office of the Adjutant General, 1871-1900

National Archives series M666, roll 273

Office U.S. Indian Agent

Cheyenne and Arapahoe Agency

Darlington, Ind. Terr. 8.4.1876.

[Tom?] Nicholson, Supt.

Lawrence, Kansas

I have the honor to report the arrival at this Agency on the 29th ult. from the Red Cloud Agency, three (3) Cheyennes, young men “Dry Hyde [sic]”, “Red Cloud”, “Howling Eagle”. They were first [?] to report to Col. Mizner commanding Fort Reno, where they were disarmed and dismounted and afterwards turned over to me with “Sand Hill” and “White Antelope” parties. They report having been on the way only fourteen (14) days. They say they ran onto a large party of Indians (believed to be Utes) on the head waters of the Republican, who gave them a close chase, capturing all their ponies but one, and very nearly captured their party. Afterwards they were obliged to walk most of the time, as only one could ride and it was with some difficulty that they could obtain necessary food. Their moccasins soon gave out and they were left barefoot. They report that “Dull Knife” and “Hawk”, Northern Cheyennes are still at the Agency, and talk of coming south; say that numerous messengers have arrived from the hostile camps at the Red Cloud Agency and report that in the Crook fight some [troops?] [and?] 8 Sioux and 3 Cheyenne were killed; among the latter was “Little Shield” formerly from this Agency, and one of the O.F. Short, and German murderers. “Yellow Horse” son of “Sand Hill” was in the engagement but escaped unharmed. Messengers arriving from the Custar [sic] fight, brought in with them to the Agency, sugar, coffee, arms, horses and some scalps, around which dances were kept up. I enclose herewith a diagram which will give some idea of the Custar fight from an Indian stand point, as related by these Indians who heard messengers relate the fight. The red line will indicate Custar’s approach to the camp of about 50 lodges, on the Rose Bud, who being apprised of his approach made a hasty march to the Little Big Horn, going into camp at the extreme North end of the main Sioux and Cheyenne camp.

Custar crossing the Rose Bud, discovered the deserted camp, and took his trail as indicated by the red line, attacking the last mentioned camp just before daylight, killing some men, women and children, the camp stampeding or retreating in the direction of the main camp, and just at daybreak, Custar came down on the camp with a charge; but in the meantime his attack had been sounded throughout the entire camp [and] preparations had been made for his reception. As will be seen by the red line, Custar led the charge from the camp of 50 lodges in the direction of the main village, but was met with such a terrific fire from the Indians who had by this time gained superior advantage from the hills, as to force him into and across a big “Slough, or Bayou” (a point well known to all the Northern Indians), in which many of his horses mired and sixty (60) of his men were killed in this “slough” and afterwards dragged out by the Indians, and stripped of all valuables, and generally scalped. Custar then with the balance of his troops endeavored to cross the river and make his way out through the hills on the opposite side of the river, but was unable to do so from the fact of the steepness of the bank. Failing in this move, and as the Indians believe, fully realizing the trap into which he had been drawn, he recrossed the river thinking that he might possibly cut his way back through the Indian camp, and escape by the way he came in, but the Indians claim to have had 40 warriors to every one of Custars men, and once demoralized were an easy prey to the enraged Sioux and Cheyennes, only waiting to exterminate the whole party. After the return from the attempt to cross the river, the struggle was a hand to hand fight, Custar leading his band to the right and then back down the river to the point where they were first forced into the “Slough”, where they were so completely surrounded as to be unable to escape in any direction, and most of the remaining living were dragged from their horses and killed. Custar and a few officers did succeed in riding through and over his enemy, and reached an eminence near by, only to be met by thousands on the surrounding hill, where he met the same fate as his whole command. The Indians say that after the troops were driven into the “Slough” they were completely demoralized, and were an easy prey, showing or giving but little resistance. Each one seemed trying to escape instead of trying to fight. They report that “Crazy Horse” and “Sitting Bull” were not killed, and that less than sixty (60) Sioux and Cheyennes were killed, the greater portion being killed during the first fire before daybreak. The whole engagement did not last over one hour from the time of the first “charge”.

Respectfully,

Jno. D. Miles

 U.S. Indian Agent

[CN] 4.7

[CT] J. S. POLAND: TWO REPORTS RELATIVE TO THE TREATMENT OF THE INDIANS AT STANDING ROCK AGENCY AND TO THE FIGHTS ON THE LITTLE HORN, JULY 14 & 24, 1876

Captain J.S. Poland of the Sixth Infantry was the military commander of the post at the agency at Standing Rock, Dakota Territory. On 24 July 1876, Poland wrote a report containing perhaps the first information from any of the hostiles who had been engaged in the fights on the Little Horn. This report was dated 24 July and purported to relate the account of “seven Sioux Indians just returned from the hostile camp.” It also mentions Kill Eagle, a chief of the Blackfeet Sioux, whose own story is given in Appendix 3.63. No information as to the identity of the seven Indians or of the interpreter is given, so it is impossible to attach any specific level of credibility to the contents, which is not however, to say that the account is not factual.

Captain Poland also wrote another relevant report, one which predates the above-mentioned by ten days and which gives his impressions and opinions about some of the dealings of the Indian Agents at Standing Rock, as well as comments on the number of hostiles. In this report, Poland shows a very volatile personality and a venomous hatred of the Agents’ handiwork. His numbers are not only confusing, but somewhat self-contradictory and certainly should not be relied upon as portraying anything except the fact that it was quite obvious to anyone with eyes that huge numbers of the men of the various Lakota bands had gone out to the Powder River country for the sole purpose of standing up to the military.

The reports are reproduced in their entirety and without additional commentary, except in the form of an endorsement to the first from Lieutenant General Sheridan.

Headquarters U.S. Military Station

Standing Rock, D.T.

July 14, 1876

To the Assistant Adjutant General

Department of Dakota

Saint Paul, Minn.

Sir:

For the information of the Hon. Secretary of War I respectfully report the following items of fact.

Ex Indian Agent Edmond Palmer in 1874 reported six thousand four hundred and forty 6440 Indians at this agency.

I was stationed here during the winter and spring of 74 & 75 while Palmer was agent. I was frequently informed by parties who knew the Indians intimately that there were not 4500 Indians at this agency.

Agent John Burke relieved Palmer May 1st 75. In his Burkes Annual Official Report for 1875 among other absolute falsehoods, to which I have (February 1876) apparently uselessly called the attention of the proper authorities of the Government as this notorious liar through the malign influence of the church or the Devil or possibly the Beef Contractor - still holds a responsible government position despite the order of his Excellency the President for his removal last March.- Burke reports over 7000 Indians that is to say as the Indian Agent’s generally delight to reckon seven (7) souls to a lodge - there were over 1000 lodges at Standing Rock Agency.

I determined to count the lodges here and I now report the actual number within a radius of several miles. There are less than 300. Two hundred and ninety-six 296, to which may be added perhaps fifty 50 more which are legitimately engaged in hunting game and who may possibly return without joining the hostiles. These lodges will not average over if as many as (5) five souls. There are not here now 1500 fifteen hundred Indians.

There never has been for any considerable length of time forty five hundred Indians at the Agency since its removal from Grand River to this point, and each and every report to the contrary was made knowingly and with the fraudulent intent, in my judgment, of procuring, and profiting by the secret and unauthorized sale of, surplus rations and annuities - and beef largesses.

The Indians here admit that half their numbers are out hunting scalps as revealed by the massacre of June 25” 1876.

I respectfully assert without fear of error or contradictory proof that this agency - by reason of a system of starvation instituted about December 75 and the untamed malevolence of the Indian disposition has furnished 1500 fifteen hundred warriors armed with the best improved Henry and Winchester rifles each supplied with probably 100 one hundred rounds of ammunition per man - who are now enrolled among Sitting Bull’s forces. Rations are issued here to the representatives of nine, 9 well known chiefs who are, beyond all doubt on the war path with the greater portion of their bands.

Starvation and predisposition led Kill Eagle chief of the Blackfeet Sioux with about twenty 20 lodges to go into the hostile camp. He alone it is said carried 3000 rounds of ammunition with him.

If each of the Sioux Agencies has furnished levies to the hostiles in proportion to this, Sitting Bull has 12000 warriors. But the population of the Sioux Nation is rated at an average of 28 twenty eight thousand. Estimating the entire fighting force at one fourth of the total, Sitting Bull has 7000 warriors.

Or again if the Indian population of each Sioux Agency has been overestimated in the same proportion as at Standing Rock, D.T. which proportion is double the Actual number living here, and it is not improbable as E:G: “Gall” is rated here as a chief with 20 twenty lodges and at the same time as a chief with 100 one hundred lodges at Fort Peck Agency, you may safely infer that there are about 25000 Sioux west of the Missouri River taking for the available fighting force one fourth I am prepared to assert that- while Sitting Bull has not had over 500 lodges at any time in the bands under him who have never consented and have never come into an Agency - yet by accessions and [illegible] received from the Sioux Agencies his force now exceeds 6 000 even the estimate of 1/5 for the fighting force will give him 5 000.

I respectfully add that Sitting Bull has as aides and special advisors five (5) renegade white men one a Spaniard - another a discharged soldier named Milburn from the 22nd Infantry who has been with him for several years. Milburn was once employed at Spotted Tail Agency as mail carrier under the alias of Charles Mimet. The Spaniard is well known at Ft. Berthold Agency. The names of the three others I have not been able to learn. What I have stated herein can be I believe most fully substantiated in any court of justice.

The stand made by the Indians on the 25th of June would seem to confirm my estimate of the numbers under Sitting Bull, Black Moon, Gall et al. It has occurred to me that as soon as they find our force to be large enough to crush them, they will disintegrate into many smaller but still effective bodies. Some to raid posts ranches lines of travel others to return to their former homes the Agencies, Provision should be made for all such [illegible] but no effective plan can be maintained successfully until the entire control of Indian Affairs is turned over to an Authority powerful enough to command respect and obedience.

Permit me to mention one fact in connection with the Indians at this Agency. They have been starved for six weeks or two months and are entitled to consideration for not having all left for the prairies where they might at least have procured meat. Eighteen months supplies were sent here in 1875 and before the expiration of 14 fourteen months, these people were starving. For six months they have received less or not more then half rations. This can also be established in a court of justice.

Having performed as I deem it an imperative duty to the military and the few good Indians at this Agency.

I subscribe myself Very Truly

Your Obedt. Svt.

J.S. Poland, Captain 6 Infy,

Bvt Lt Col USA Cmdg Post

 2ND ENDORSEMENT

Headqrs. Mil. Div. Mo. Chicago,

Aug. 11, 1876.

Respectfully forwarded.

There may be a great deal of truth in this communication, but if so, the bitterness exhibited by Capt. Poland renders it too doubtful to act upon.

I believe that Burke is unfitted for the position of Agent, and have arranged so that Lieut. Col. Carlin shall take the place of Capt. Poland, and the Secretary of the Interior has promised to remove Burke.

Capt. Poland proves himself in error in his statistics by saying that 1,500 warriors have left the Agency, which would make, on his basis of one warrior to five souls, 7,500 men, women and children belonging to the Agency; whereas he states that there has never been at the Agency over 4,500; and as there are now there at least 1500 friendly, I do not see where he can get his 1500 warriors.

P.H. Sheridan

Lieut. General Commanding

Headquarters U.S. Military Station

Standing Rock, D.T., July 24, 1876.

To the Assistant Adjutant General

Department of Dakota, Saint Paul, Minn.

Sir:

I respectfully report the following as having been derived from seven Sioux Indians just returned from the hostile camp (July 21st) some of whom were engaged in the battle of June 25th with the Seventh Cavalry.

The agent of course makes no distinction between them and the other Indians at the agency. He sent them word to keep quiet and say nothing. To the other Indians he sent or delivered personally the instruction they must not tell the military of the return of Indians from the hostile camp, nor circulate reports of operations in the late fight.

The Indian account is as follows: The hostiles were celebrating their greatest of religious festivals - the sun dance - when runners brought news of the approach of cavalry. The dance was suspended and a general rush - mistaken by Custer, perhaps, for a retreat - for horses, equipments and arms followed. Major Reno first attacked the village at the south end and across the Little Big Horn. Their narrative of Reno’s operations coincides with the published accounts: how he was quickly confronted, surrounded: how he dismounted, rallied in the timber, remounted and cut his way back over the ford and up the bluffs with considerable loss; and the continuation of the fight for some little time, when runners arrived from the north end of the village, or camp, with the news that the cavalry had attacked the north end of the same - three or four miles distant. The Indians about Reno had not before this the slightest intimation of fighting at any other point. A force large enough to prevent Reno from assuming the offensive was left and the surplus available force flew to the other end of the camp, where, finding the Indians there successfully driving Custer before them, instead of uniting with them, they separated into two parties and moved around the flanks of his cavalry. They report that he crossed the river, but only succeeded in reaching the edge of the Indian camp. After he was driven to the bluffs the fight lasted perhaps an hour. Indians have no hours of the day, and the time cannot be given approximately.

They report that a small number of cavalry broke through the line of Indians in their rear and escaped, but was overtaken, within a distance of five or six miles, and killed. I infer from this that this body of retreating cavalry was probably led by the missing officers, and that they tried to escape only after Custer fell. The last man that was killed, was killed by two sons of a Santee Indian, “Red Top,” who was a leader in the Minnesota massacre of ‘62 and ‘63.

After the battle the squaws entered the field to plunder and mutilate the dead. A general rejoicing was indulged in, and a distribution of arms and ammunition hurriedly made. Then, the attack on Major Reno was vigorously renewed. Up to this attack, the Indians had lost comparatively few men, but now, they say, their most serious loss took place.

They give no idea of numbers, but say there were a great many. Sitting Bull was neither killed nor personally engaged in the fight. He remained in the council tent directing operations. Crazy Horse (with a large band) and Black Moon were the principal leaders on the 25th of June.

Kill Eagle, Chief of the Blackfeet, at the head of some twenty lodges left this agency about the last of May. He was prominently engaged in the battle of June 25, and afterwards upbraided Sitting Bull for not taking an active personal part in the engagement. Kill Eagle has sent me word that he was forced into this fight; that he desires to return to the agency; and that he will return to the agency if he is killed for it. He is reported actually on the way back to go to his white father the agent and make confession; to receive absolution for his defiant crime against the hand that has gratuitously fed him for three years. He is truly a shrewd chief, who must have discovered that he who fights and runs away may live to fight another day.

The Indians were not all engaged at any one time; heavy reserves were held to repair losses and renew attacks successively. The fight continued until the third day when runners kept purposely on the lookout, hurried in to camp and reported a great body of troops (General Terry’s column) advancing up the river.

Lodges having been previously prepared for a move, a retreat, in a southerly direction, followed, towards and along the base of the Rosebud mountains. They marched about fifty miles, went into camp and held a consultation, where it was determined to send into all the agencies reports of their success and to call upon them to come out and share the glories that were to be expected in the future. Wherefore, we may expect an influx of overbearing and impudent Indians to urge, by force perhaps, an accession to Sitting Bull’s demands.

There is a general gathering in the hostile camp from each of the agencies on the Missouri River, Red Cloud and Spotted Tail’s, as also a great many Northern Cheyennes and Arapahoes (lila ota - a great many).

They report, for the especial benefit of their relatives here, that in the three (3) fights they have had with the whites they have captured over 400 stand of arms - carbines and rifles (revolvers not counted) and ammunition without end; some sugar, coffee, bacon and hard bread. They claim to have captured, from the whites, this summer, over 900 horses and mules. I suppose this includes operations against soldiers, Crow Indians and Black Hills miners.

The general outline of this Indian report coincides with the published reports. The first attack of Reno’s began well on in the day, say the Indians. They report about 300 whites killed. They do not say how many Indians were killed.

A report from another source says the Indians obtained from Custer’s command 592 carbine and revolvers.

I have, since writing the above, heard the following from the returned hostiles: They communicated, as a secret to their particular friends here, the information that a large party of Sioux and Cheyennes were to leave Rosebud mountains, or the hostile camp, for this agency, to intimidate and compel the Indians here to join Sitting Bull; and if they refused, they are ordered to soldier them (beat them) and steal their ponies. Of course any resistance to their attempts by the military or whites will provoke an attack upon the post, although that secret, or so much of it, has not been revealed to friends of the military.

I shall report any additional news received from reliable Indian sources as soon as obtained.

Very respectfully,

Your obedient servant,

J.S. Poland, Captain 6th Infantry,

Brevet Lieut.Col. U.S.A. Commanding

[CN] 4.8

[CT] MAJOR MARCUS A. RENO: MESSAGE TO TERRY JUNE 27, 1876

On the morning of 27 June 1876, Reno wrote a dispatch to General Terry and entrusted it to Lieutenants Wallace and Hare for delivery. The circumstances surrounding this message are rather mysterious, intriguing and questionable. Since Terry’s command was in sight when it was given to the lieutenants, one wonders as to the true purpose of the message. Was it intended simply to establish a record?

On the other hand, there is anecdotal evidence, mainly in the many writings of Lieutenant Varnum, that Reno drafted a message on the evening of the 26th to be taken out by some of his Indian scouts - to whatever command they could find. This message was never delivered and Varnum expressed the opinion that the scouts never tried to get very far with it. It is possible that the June 27th message is simply a rewrite of the one of the 26th, Reno altering it to reflect the new date. One might wonder why Reno found that necessary when he was in such dire straits - it does seem like a bit of a fastidious fetish and one might wonder how he knew exactly where he was on the Little Horn. One might also wonder at the bravado that Reno shows in the message - he “cannot possibly pursue” the Indians, for example, as if he had that thought uppermost in his mind. On the other hand, one is always wondering about some of the things that occurred on that hilltop.

The copy of the letter reproduced here was introduced as an exhibit at the Reno Court of Inquiry. Another copy of this same message in the National Archives carries an appended item - a list of killed and wounded by company, albeit an inaccurate and incomplete list (there is nothing for B Company, for example). This list has also been reproduced, immediately following the letter.

Camp on Little Big Horn,

20 miles from its mouth. June 27.

General Terry:

I have had a most terrific engagement with the hostile Indians. They left their camp last evening at sundown moving due south in the direction of Big Horn Mountains. I am very much crippled and cannot possibly pursue. Lieutenants McIntosh and Hodgson and Dr. DeWolf are among the killed. I have many wounded and many horses and mules shot. I have lost both my own horses. I have not seen or heard from Custer since he ordered me to charge with my battalion (3 companies) promising to support me.

I charged about 2 P.M. but meeting no support was forced back to the hills. At this point I was joined by Benteen with 3 companies and the pack train rear guard (one Co.). I have fought thousands and can still hold my own, but cannot leave here on account of the wounded. Send me medical aid at once and rations.

M.A. Reno,

Maj. 7th Cavalry.

As near as I can say now I have over 100 men killed and wounded.
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The casualty tables provided here by Reno are considerably in error, but that is perhaps understandable, since even on the morning of the 27th, there was no clear picture available to him of what had actually occurred in terms of casualties. It would be a mistake to read too much into the error in numbers - something that some historians have done - for obviously sooner or later everyone was going to know how many casualties there had in fact been.

[CN] 4.9

[CT] MAJOR MARCUS A. RENO: REPORT OF THE FIGHTS ON THE LITTLE HORN, JULY 5, 1876

Marcus Reno’s report of the march to and fights on, the Little Horn River, was written at the camp on the Yellowstone on 5 July 1876. He writes as the Officer-in-Command of the 7th Cavalry, being the ranking survivor of the battle and that is why he covers everything.

The times given in the report appear to be Montana time, since they do not correspond with the times given by other participants notably Wallace, who testified that it was 2 P.M. when Reno crossed over to join Custer and 4 P.M. when Reno’s command hit the river on its retreat to the bluffs, and Godfrey, who stated that it was 4:20 when Benteen’s battalion reached Reno - or the times which I use in the narrative, which are based upon Wallace, the cumulative evidence, distances and projected rates of travel.

Reno writes from the vantage point of hindsight, knowing the outcome and therefore being able to color and adapt his narrative accordingly. To his everlasting credit, he passes up the opportunity to discredit Custer with lies about the distances covered on the march (an opportunity which not everyone could resist) and does not indulge in speculations and recriminations until near the end of his report.

We must bear in mind that it would be beyond the limits of credulity to expect that Reno’s report would contain anything remotely like self-condemnation or self-criticism, but even at that early date, it seems evident that a resolve has taken hold to shield the survivors from any blame, to paint the actions in the valley and on the hilltop in the best possible light, and to let the dead bear the brunt of any adverse opinion.

Headquarters 7th U.S. Cavalry,

Camp on Yellowstone River,

July 5, 1876.

Captain E.W. Smith

A.D.C. and A.A.A.G.

The command of the regiment having devolved upon me, as the senior surviving officer from the battle of the 25th and 26th of June between the 7th Cavalry and Sitting Bull’s band of hostile Sioux on the Little Big Horn River, I have the honor to submit the following report of its operations from the time of leaving the main column until the command was united in the vicinity of the Indian village.

The regiment left the camp at the mouth of Rosebud River after passing in review before the Department Commander under command of Brevet Major-General G.A. Custer, Lieutenant-Colonel, on the afternoon of the 22nd of June and marched up the Rosebud twelve miles and encamped;- 23d marched up the Rosebud passing many old Indian camps and following a very large lodge pole trail, but not fresh making thirty-three (33) miles; 24th the march was continued up the Rosebud, the trail and signs freshening with every mile until we had made twenty-eight (28) miles, and we then encamped and waited for information from the scouts; at 9-25 p.m. Custer called the officers together and informed us that beyond a doubt the village was in the valley of the Little Big Horn, and in order to reach it, it was necessary to cross the divide between the Rosebud and the Little Big Horn, and it would be impossible to do so in the daytime without discovering our march to the Indians; that we would prepare to march at 11 p.m.; this was done, the line of march turning from the Rosebud to the right up one of its branches which headed near the summit of the divide. About 2 a.m. of the 25th the scouts told him that he could not cross the divide before daylight. We then made coffee and rested for three hours, at the expiration of which time the march was resumed, the divide crossed and about 8 a.m. the command was in the valley of one of the branches of the Little Big Horn; by this time Indians had been seen and it was certain that we could not surprise them and it was determined to move at once to the attack. Previous to this no division of the regiment had been made since the order was issued on the Yellowstone annulling wing and battalion organization, but Custer informed me he would assign commands on the march.

I was ordered by Lieutenant W.W. Cooke Adjutant, to assume command of companies M, A, and G; Captain Benteen of companies H, D and K, Custer retained C, E, F, I, and L under his immediate command and company B, Captain McDougall, in rear of the pack train.

I assumed command of the companies assigned to me and without any definite orders moved forward with the rest of the column and well to its left. I saw Benteen moving further to the left and as they passed he told me he had orders to move well to the left and sweep everything before him. I did not see him again until about 2-30 p.m. The command moved down the creek towards the Little Big Horn valley, Custer with five companies on the right bank, myself and three companies on the left bank and Benteen farther to the left and out of sight. As we approached a deserted village, and in which was standing one tepee, about 11 a.m. Custer motioned me to cross to him, which I did, and moved nearer to his column until about 12.30 a.m. when Lieutenant Cook, Adjutant, came to me and said the village was only two miles ahead and running away; to move forward at as rapid a gait as prudent and to charge afterwards, and that the whole outfit would support me. I think those were his exact words. I at once took a fast trot and moved down about two miles where I came to a ford of the river. I crossed immediately and halted about ten minutes or less to gather the battalion, sending word to Custer that I had everything in front of me and that they were strong. I deployed and with the Ree scouts on my left charged down the valley driving the Indians with great ease for about 2 1/2 miles. I however soon saw that I was being drawn into some trap as they would certainly fight harder and especially as we were nearing their village, which was still standing, besides I could not see Custer or any other support and at the same time the very earth seemed to grow Indians and they were running towards me in swarms and from all directions. I saw I must defend myself and give up the attack mounted. This I did, taking possession of a point of woods, and which furnished (near its edge) a shelter for the horses, dismounted and fought on foot. Making headway through the woods I soon found myself in the near vicinity of the village, saw that I was fighting odds of at least five to one and that my only hope was to get out of the woods where I would soon have been surrounded, and gain some ground. I accomplished this by mounting and charging the Indians between me and the bluffs on the opposite side of the river. In this charge 1st Lieutenant Donald McIntosh, 2nd Lieutenant Benj. H. Hodgson, 7th Cavalry, and A.A. Surg. J.M. DeWolf were killed. I succeeded in reaching the top of the bluff with a loss of three officers and twenty-nine enlisted men killed, and seven men wounded. Almost at the same time I reached the top, mounted men were seen to be coming towards us and it proved to be Colonel Benteen’s battalion, companies H, D and K. We joined forces and in a short time the pack train came up. As senior my command was then A, B, D, and G, H, K and M, and 380 men and the following officers: Captains Benteen, Weir, French and McDougall, 1st Lieutenants Godfrey, Mathey, and Gibson, and 2nd Lieutenants Edgerly, Wallace, Varnum, and Hare and A.A. Surg. Porter. 1st Lieutenant DeRudio was in the dismounted fight in the woods but having some trouble with his horse, did not join the command in the charge out, and hiding himself in the woods joined the command after night-fall of the 26th. Still hearing nothing of Custer and with this reinforcement, I moved down the river in the direction of the village, keeping on the bluffs. We had heard firing in that direction and knew it could be only Custer. I moved to the summit of the highest bluff but seeing and hearing nothing, sent Capt. Weir with his company to open communication with him. He soon sent back word by Lieut. Hare that he could go no further and that the Indians were getting around him. At this time he was keeping up a heavy fire from his skirmish line. I at once turned everything back to the first position I had taken on the bluff, and which seemed to me the best. I dismounted the men and had the horses and mules of the pack train driven together in a depression, put the men on the crests of the hills making the depression and had hardly done so, when I was furiously attacked, - this was about 6 p.m. We held our ground with the loss of eighteen enlisted men killed and forty-six wounded until the attack ceased, about 9 P.M. As I knew by this time their overwhelming numbers and had given up any hope of support from that portion of the regiment with Custer, I had the men dig rifle pits; barricaded with dead horses and mules and boxes of hard bread the opening of the depression towards the Indians in which the animals were herded, and made every exertion to be ready for what I saw would be a terrific assault the next day. All this night the men were busy and the Indians holding a scalp dance underneath us in the bottom and in our hearing. On the morning of the 26th I felt confident that I could hold my own and was ready as far as I could be when at daylight about 2-30 a.m. I heard the crack of two rifles. This was the signal for the beginning of a fire that I have never seen equalled. Every rifle was handled by an expert and skilled marksman and with a range that exceeded our carbine, and it was simply impossible to show any part of the body before it was struck. We could see as the day brightened, countless hordes of them pouring up the valley from out of the village, and scampering over the high points towards the places designated for them by their chiefs and which entirely surrounded our position. They had sufficient numbers to completely encircle us, and the men were fighting all the Sioux nation, and also all the desperadoes, renegades, half-breeds, and squawmen between the Missouri and the Arkansas and east of the Rocky Mountains, and they must have numbered at least twenty-five hundred warriors. The fire did not slacken until about 9-30 a.m. and then we found they were making a last desperate effort and which was directed against the lines held by companies H, and M. In this charge they came close enough to use their bows and arrows, and one man lying dead within our lines was touched with the coup stick of one of the foremost Indians. When I say the stick was only twelve feet long, some idea of the desperate and reckless fighting of these people may be understood. This charge of theirs was gallantly repulsed by the men on that line led by Colonel Benteen. They also came close enough to send their arrows into the line held by Co’s. D, and K, but were driven away by a like charge of the line which I accomplished. We now had many wounded and the question of water was vital, as from 6 p.m. of the previous evening until near 10 a.m., about 16 hours, we had been without.

A skirmish line was formed under Colonel Benteen to protect the descent of volunteers down the hill in front of his position to reach the water. We succeeded in getting some canteens although many of the men were hit in doing so. The fury of the attack was now over, and to our astonishment the Indians were seen going in parties toward the Village. But two solutions occurred to us for this movement, that they were going for something to eat, more ammunition (as they had been throwing arrows) or that Custer was coming. We took advantage of this lull to fill all vessels with water, and soon had it by camp kettles full. But they continued to withdraw and all firing ceased soon; occasional shots from sharp-shooters sent to annoy us about the water. About 2 p.m. the grass in the bottom was set on fire and followed up by Indians who encouraged its burning, and it was evident to me it was done for a purpose, and which purpose I discovered later on, to be the creation of a dense cloud of smoke behind which they were packing and preparing to move their village. It was between six and seven p.m. that the village came out behind the dense clouds of smoke and dust. We had a close and good view of them as they filed away in the direction of Big Horn mountains, moving in almost perfect military order. The length of the column was fully equal to that of a large division of the cavalry Corps of the Army of the Potomac as I have seen it in its march.

We now thought of Custer, of whom nothing had been seen and nothing heard since the firing in his direction about six p.m. on the eve of the 25th, and we concluded that the Indians had gotten between him and us, and driven him towards the boat at the mouth of the Little Big Horn River. The awful fate that did befall him never occurred to any of us as within the limits of possibility.

During the night I changed my position in order to secure an unlimited supply of water and was prepared for their return, feeling sure they would do so, as they were in such numbers; but early in the morning of the27th and while we were on the qui vive for Indians, I saw with my glass a dust some distance down the valley. There was no certainty for some time what they were, but finally I satisfied myself they were cavalry, and if so could only be Custer, as it was ahead of the time that I understood that General Terry could be expected. Before this time however, I had written a communication to General Terry and three volunteers were to try and reach him. I had no confidence in the Indians with me and could not get them to do anything. If this dust were Indians, it was possible they would not expect any-one to leave. The men started and were told to go as near as it was safe to determine whether the approaching column was white men, and to return at once in case they found it so; but if they were Indians to push on to General Terry. In a short time we saw them returning over the high bluffs already alluded to. They were accompanied by a scout who had a note from Terry to Custer, saying Crow scouts had come to camp saying he had been whipped but that it was not believed. I think it was about 10-30 a.m. that the fate of General Custer and his brave men was soon determined by the dead bodies of many of their men: General G. Custer; Col. W.W. Cook, Adjutant; Captains M.W. Keogh, G.W. Yates, and T.W. Custer; 1st Lieuts. A.E. Smith, James Calhoun; 2nd Lieuts. W.V. Reilly of the 7th Cavalry, and J.J. Crittenden of the 20th Infantry, temporarily attached to this regiment. The bodies of Lieutenant J.E. Porter and 2nd Lieutenants H.M. Harrington and J.G. Sturgis, 7th Cavalry and Assistant Surgeon G.W. Lord, U.S.A. were not recognized, but there is every reasonable probability they were killed. It was certain that the column of five companies with Custer had been killed.

The wounded in my lines were during the afternoon and eve of the 27th, moved to the camp of General Terry, and 5 a.m. of the 28th I proceeded with the regiment to the battle ground of Custer and buried 204 bodies, including the following named citizens: Mr. Boston Custer, Mr. Reed (young nephew of General Custer), and Mr. Kellogg, a correspondent for the New York Herald. The following named citizens and Indians who were with my command were also killed: Charles Reynolds (guide and hunter); Isaiah Dorman (colored) interpreter; Bloody Knife who fell from his horse immediately by my side; Bobtail Bull and Stab of the Indian scouts.

After traveling over his trail, it is evident to me that Custer intended to support me by moving further down the stream and attacking the village in the flank, that he found the distance to the ford greater than he anticipated; that he did charge, but his march had taken so long, although his trail shows he had moved rapidly that they were ready for him. That Co’s. C, and I, and perhaps part of E, crossed to the village or attempted it, at the charge; were met by a staggering fire, and that they then fell back to find a position from which to defend themselves, but they were followed too closely by the Indians to permit time to form any kind of line. I think had the regiment gone in a body, and from the woods from which I fought advanced upon the village, its destruction was certain. But he was fully confident they were running away or he would not have turned from me. I think (after the great number of Indians there were in the village) that following reasons obtain for the misfortune. His rapid marching for two days and one night before the fight; attacking in the daytime at 12 M and when they were on the qui vive instead of early in the morning, and lastly his unfortunate division of the regiment into three commands.

During my fight with the Indians I had the heartiest support from the officers and men, but the conspicuous service of Bvt. Col. F.W. Benteen, I desire to call attention to especially; for if ever a soldier deserved recognition by his government for distinguished service, he certainly does. I enclose herewith his report of the operations of his battalion from the time of leaving the regiment until we joined commands on the hill. I also enclose an accurate list of casualties as far as it can be made at the present time, separating them into two lists: “A”, those killed in General Custer’s command; “B”, those killed and wounded in the command I had. The number of Indians killed can only be approximated until we hear through the Agencies. I saw the bodies of 18 and Captain Ball, 2d Cavalry, who made a scout of thirteen miles over their trail says that their graves were many along their line of march. It is simply impossible that numbers of them should not be hit in the several charges they made so close to my lines. They made their approaches through the deep gulches that led from the hill top to the river, and when the jealous care with which the Indian guards the bodies of killed and wounded is considered, it is not astonishing that their bodies were not found. It is probable that the stores left by them, and destroyed the next two days, was to make room for many on their travois. the harrowing sight of the dead bodies crowning the height on which Custer fell, and which will remain vividly in my memory until death, is too recent for me not to ask the good people of this country whether a policy that sets opposing parties in the field armed, clothed and equipped by one and the same government should not be abolished.

All of which is respectfully submitted.

M.A. Reno,

Major 7th Cavalry,

Com’d’g Regiment.

Reno’s report is at once factual and not. He paints a very accurate picture of the events up to his crossing of the Little Horn, aside from errors in timing, if we are to believe all other evidence, but he somehow goes off line, much as he appears to have done in actuality, during his charge down the valley. Remember that this report was written just ten days after the battle not years later as were some accounts - and yet Reno does not even mention throwing a skirmish line out on the prairie or advancing it. Instead he speaks of advancing through the timber, which was done by only a handful of troopers and he states that his decision to halt and fight on foot was predicated more on the ease of his advance than the number of hostiles facing him. He seems to have been full of the fear of being drawn into a trap, much as the soldiers of the Civil War were always afraid of being flanked. By this I do not mean to say that he was afraid, only that he seems to have been overly concerned with potentialities rather than situations as they were.

Reno characterizes his withdrawal from the woods as being principally necessitated by the possibility of his being surrounded, but he gives no evidence of infiltration or flanking movements by the Indians - in fact, he hardly mentions his enemy at all. It is all of the ghastly conjectures formed in his own mind and his inability to see Custer or any other support, that apparently caused him to make the decisions he made, as well as input from others [see Chapter 5].

The casualties suffered during the “charge to the bluffs” were understated substantially, and Reno glosses over the fact of the men left behind with only a casual mention of Lieutenant DeRudio. The casualty figures he gives for the night of the 25th of June are in fact the total suffered on the hilltop over the two days. Whether Reno was attempting to delude, confuse or simply lie to his superiors is something we cannot know. Perhaps he made honest errors, for he certainly could not hope to cover up the actual casualties suffered - the bodies and the wounded were there for all to see, and count.

I cannot make a similar judgment however, in respect of the outright fabrications that Reno propounds in his relation of Weir’s advance and the subsequent withdrawal. Reno makes it seem all his idea, when in fact it was a spontaneous and unauthorized move by Weir and Reno’s statements regarding his own movements and decisions are either false or misleading. It is impossible to believe that all of this was anything but deliberate and since nobody stood up to contradict Reno, it seems obvious that the officers had already closed ranks to protect the regiment, even those who later castigated Reno and those who were Custer’s friends.

To my mind, the disquieting and nagging question that always arises when reviewing one of these reports is: “Who could accept such drivel without question?” Of course, we have the benefit of being able to review all of the evidence in even the most arcane minutiae, an advantage which the superior officers of the day did not have. But no-one seems to have been inclined to do other than blindly accept any report written by anyone, even when that report stood contradicted by the evidence of their own eyes and ears.

[CN] 4.10

[CT] MAJOR MARCUS RENO: REPORT OF JULY 11, 1876, TO THE CHIEF OF ORDNANCE REGARDING THE FUNCTIONING OF THE CAVALRY CARBINES AT THE FIGHTS ON THE LITTLE HORN AND THE QUESTION OF CARBINE EXTRACTOR FAILURE

Anyone who has read even a smattering of Little Horn history will have been exposed to the theory (some would say that it is more than simply that) that at least partially to blame for the failure of the U.S. forces to win the day was the poor performance of their shoulder weapons - their carbines. The popular notion is that the extractors frequently failed and that men were forced to pry stuck cartridge shells from the chambers with knives before being able to reload. The question is: “Did this actually happen and if so to what extent did such failures influence the outcome of the battle?”

The standard issue carbine in the U.S. Cavalry on the plains in 1876 was the Springfield, Model 1873 (sometimes an earlier model or a mix). The Springfield Rifles and Carbines of this same general configuration had been standard military issue for almost ten years prior to the Custer fights and the 1873 models were the latest available. The ammunition used since 1873 by the cavalry soldiers in their carbines was.45 caliber, loaded with 55 grains of black powder, as opposed to the 70 grain loads issued to the infantry for use in their longer rifles. Virtually all of the troopers carried the standard, general issue combination of weapon and ammunition, although a few had their own private weapons and most of the officers utilized personal long arms of various patterns.

Although it has been written that the rifle loadings (70 grain) were taken (see Appendices 2.28/29), archaeological evidence from the Custer battlefield and Reno defense site is entirely contrary to that view. No.45-70 cartridges have been found associated with established cavalry defense positions. Unfortunately, the different loadings of the cartridge used the same casing, so that it was impossible to tell whether a fired shell had used 55 or 70 grains of powder, except by very close examination. Consequently, much of the literature identifies the ammunition used and the cases found as being.45-70, when in fact it was.45-55. All unfired army cartridges found have been of this latter variety. The matter of proper identification of the ammunition might not be relevant to the question of whether or not the carbines “jammed,” but it is certainly relevant to whether or not the reporters have done their homework.

In his classic of Custer literature “Custer’s Last Battle,” Edward S. Godfrey wrote: “The question has often been asked: ‘What were the causes of Custer’s defeat?’ I should say:…Third. The defective extraction of the empty cartridge-shells from the carbines…Of the third we can only judge by our own experience. When cartridges were dirty and corroded, the ejectors did not always extract the empty shells from the chambers, and the men were compelled to use knives to get them out. When the shells were clean no great difficulty was experienced. To what extent this was a factor in causing the disaster we have no means of knowing.”

Other participants in the fights have mentioned the extractor failure in their reminiscent accounts. The only “official” record, however, is a report from Major Reno dated 11 Ju1y 1876 and addressed to the Chief of Ordnance. Reno was in perhaps the most favorable position to judge of the performance of the carbines, since not only was he a “user” of the weapon and ammunition, but he had also been on the Army selection board which tested the various contenders for adoption by the Army as standard issue long arms. His report is reproduced below in its entirety, and is followed by a discussion of carbine failure.

HeadQrs. 7th Cavalry

Camp on Yellowstone

July 11, 1876

Gen’l S.V. Benet

Chf. Ord. U.S.A.

I have the honor to report that in the engagement of the 25 and 26 of June 1876 between the 7th Cay & the hostile Sioux that out of 380 carbines in my command, six were rendered unserviceable in the following manner, (there were more rendered unserviceable by being struck with bullets) failure of the breechblock to close, leaving a space between the head of the cartridge & the end of the block, & when the piece was discharged, & the block thrown open, the head of the cartridge was pulled off & the cylinder remained in the chamber, where with the means at hand it was impossible to extract it. I believe this is a radical defect, & in the hands of hastily-organized troops would lead to the most disastrous results. The defect results, in my opinion in two ways - in the manufacture of the gun the breech block is in many instances so made that it does not fit snug up to the head of the cartridge, after the cartridge is sent home, & it has always been a question in my mind whether the manner in which it revolves into its place does not render a close contact almost impossible to be made. Another reason is that the dust, always an element to be considered on the battlefield, prevents the proper closing of the breech block, & the same result is produced. There may be a want of uniformity in the flange of the head of the cartridge which would also render the action of the extractor null, altho’ when the shell was left in the chamber the head would not be torn off.

I also observed another bad fault of the system altho’ it did not render the guns unserviceable, viz, the weight of the breech block is such that the hinges on which it revolves is very soon loosened, giving to the block a lateral motion, that prevents its closing.

I can also state that the blowing up of the breech block was a contingency that was patent to members of the Board which adopted the system & induced strong opposition to it, in the part of a minority. I send you these observations made during a most terrific battle, under circumstances which would induce men to fire with recklessness, as one’s capture was certain death & torture, & the men fully appreciated the result of falling into the hands of the indians, & were not as cool perhaps as they would have been fighting a civilized foe. An indian scout who was with that portion of the Regt. which Custer took into battle, in relating what he saw in that part of the battle, says that from his hiding place he could see the men sitting down under fire & working at their guns, a story that finds confirmation in the fact that officers, who afterwards examined the battlefield, as they were burying the dead, found knives with broken blades lying near the dead bodies.

I also desire to call attention to the fact, that my loss would have been less had I been provided with some instrument similar to the “Trowel bayonet,” & I am sure had an opponent of that arm been present with my command on the night of June 25th, he would have given his right hand for 50 bayonets, I had but 3 spades & 3 axes & with them loosened ground which the men threw into piles in front of them with tin cups & such other articles as could in any way serve this same purpose.

Very Resp’y

M.A. Reno,
Maj. 7th Cav’y.
Cmdg. Regt.

Reno’s report is very specific as to the number of carbines rendered unfit for use, i.e. where the head came off the cartridge case and the case could not be removed from the chamber - six - but is less specific when it comes to the magnitude of the problem of extractor failure where the cartridge case could be removed and the weapon used again. If Reno’s figures are reliable, and there is no reason to suppose otherwise, we may reasonably extrapolate from them the number of similar failures in the carbines in Custer’s command. Reno says he had 380 carbines in his command. My own figures show a strength of 382 remaining men, so that Reno’s number is certainly reasonable. He says that there were six total failures. Custer’s strength was 210, or 55.26% of Reno’s, so we might reasonably suppose that Custer’s troops experienced 3 or 4 total carbine failures. The fact is that this number would certainly not by any stretch of the imagination account for the complete destruction of the command. It would not necessarily directly result in the deaths of the troopers saddled with the useless carbines, since there were enough dead comrades lying around to provide for replacement weapons. The Indians were not the only fighters who could pick up weapons from the dead.

The question of extractor failure where the case head was not ripped off and which was dealt with by prying out the cartridge case with a knife blade is not so easily answered, but it can be answered. Reno says that it happened, but he does not state that it was a major or even a large problem, although he had ample opportunity to do so and it would certainly have been in his own best interests to advance such a problem as at least a partial reason for his retreat. The dramatic picture of Custer’s men “sitting down working at their guns” can be discounted, since it was based, according to Reno, on a statement by Curley and we have seen that Curley was in no position to have seen anything of the sort. Can Reno’s own statement about officers finding knives with broken blades lying by the dead bodies be similarly discounted? Also, what of the several mentions of extraction failure in the accounts of other participants?

There is absolutely no question but that there was some level of extraction failure at the Little Horn. It would be incredible that such a thing would have received so many mentions had it not in fact occurred, but accepting the fact (quality) does nothing to establish the prevalence (quantity). To accomplish the latter, we must look beyond the memories of participants to the cold hard facts that can be, and have been, established.

If extractor failure accompanied by knife prying had been at all common, one would naturally expect to find cartridge cases with pry (knife) marks on them. If “knives with broken blades” had indeed been found “lying near the dead bodies,” one would expect to find some evidence of these as well, for certainly the broken bits were not gathered up to be placed in some sanctified repository. We know that the burials were the merest gesture of respect and that no time was wasted in niceties, so we can assume that whatever battlefield detritus existed was generally left where it lay.

Fortunately, there have been a sufficient number of battle-related relics retrieved from the fields to enable an accurate assessment to be made of extractor failure. Paul Hedren in his “Carbine Extraction Failure at the Little Big Horn: A New Examination” (1973), states that he examined 1,625 cartridge cases from the park collection and in private hands in 1972 and found only 3 cases which showed evidence of extraction problems.

The archaeological studies conducted in 1984 and 1985 removed and identified 90.45-55 cartridge cases from Custer field and 325.45-55 cases from Reno hill. Of these, 3 cases representing 3 weapons on Custer field and 6 cases representing 4 weapons on Reno hill were found to exhibit evidence of extractor failure. The cases found represented 69 different guns on Custer field and 62 on Reno Hill, so that the percentages of weapons affected was 4.34 on Custer field and 6.45 on Reno hill. These percentages are well in excess of Hedren’s findings, and well in excess of the results of the 1872 field tests by the board which selected the Springfield again as the standard issue long arm for the Army. The field tests indicated 1,882 cartridge failures of all types in 96,628 fired rounds, or a rate of 1.95%.

Even if the worst case failure rate percentage of 4.34% is assumed for the Custer battalions’ carbines, that would result in only 9 or 10 cases of corrected extractor failure, which is hardly justification for presenting such failure as a reason for the destruction of Custer’s command or for dramatic pictures of troopers sitting down amid a hail of Indian bullets and arrows to pry stuck cases from their carbines.

As to knives, it must be said that there is evidence of both whole and broken knives being found on the battlefields, but it must also be said that both the numbers and locations of the finds do nothing to advance the proposition of carbines being worked on by feverish troopers. Prior to the archaeological digs of 1984-1985, only 9 knives or parts thereof had been recorded as having been found on the various regions of the battlefields. 3 of these were definitely Indian artifacts. Of the others, whole knives were found near Deep Coulee, near the ford used in Reno’s retreat from the valley and in an unidentified location. Parts of knives were found near the mouth of Medicine Tail Coulee, on the ridge near the top of Cedar Coulee and in the valley, approximately on Reno’s line of retreat. Note that none of these finds are related to the known positions of Custer’s troops or to Reno’s defensive position on the hill.

The archaeological investigations of 1984-1985 gave us our first true insights into the burials and markers on Custer field. During these investigations, excavations were made at 26 locations representing 36 markers. At 5 of these locations nothing was found representing either human remains or battle-related artifacts, but artifacts were found at 18 of the locations representing 26 markers. All of these 18 locations also contained human remains, i.e. bone fragments, giving good evidence that they were in fact burial sites. 3 other sites yielded human remains but no artifacts. Assuming, as the archaeologists did based upon the evidence, that each location represented a single burial site (some of the markers were in pairs), means that 10% (21 of 210) of Custer’s men’s gravesites were located. The locations were representative of all areas of Custer field: 4 on Last Stand Hill, 5 in the Keogh area, 3 on Calhoun Hill, 6 from the South Skirmish Line and 3 in other areas.

As mentioned, 18 of the 21 sites revealed some battle-related artifacts. There were bullets and buttons and boot-nails, coins and cartridge cases, arrowheads and a watch chain; but there were no knives, or broken parts of same. Only at Reno hill were any knives found - 3 pocket knives and parts of 3 broken knife blades. It must be remembered, however, that the men at Reno hill used knives to dig rifle pits on the night of 25 June, and it might reasonably be assumed that a few of these knives were broken during the digging.

So the knife evidence is most noticeable by its almost complete absence on Custer field and its rather weak appearance on Reno hill - definitely not the sort of evidence one would expect to have found had broken knives been found alongside the dead bodies.

Taken in total, the evidence of the relic finds in terms of cartridge cases and knives is unassailable, and the only conclusion that can possibly be reached is that cartridge case extraction failure at the Little Horn has not only been blown out of all proportion to reality, but that it had nothing to do with the results of the actions there. It may be, and probably was the case, that some unfortunate trooper died at a particular moment in time because his weapon failed. It is just as likely that some unfortunate Sioux or Cheyenne warrior died in a like manner. The big difference is that the trooper, if with Custer, was going to die in any event, while the warrior might not have met his fate otherwise.

[CN] 4.11

[CT] BRIGADIER GENERAL ALFRED H. TERRY: REPORTS ON THE DEAD AND WOUNDED

After his initial report of the fights on the Little Horn, which we will see was received later than his “confidential” report, General Terry sent in a couple of reports regarding the casualties suffered by the 7th Cavalry. There is a great deal of interesting material in these very brief dispatches - material that in no way could be construed as self-serving or bears on any controversial issues - and it helps in any number of areas. The reports, which like all others in the campaign were transmitted by telegraph, are reproduced here in their entireties.

HEADQUARTERS DEPARTMENT OF DAKOTA

Camp on Little Horn, June 28, 1876

Assistant Adjutant General

Military Division of the Missouri, Chicago, Ill.:

The wounded were brought down from the bluffs last night and made as comfortable as our means would permit. To-day horse and hand litters have been constructed, and this evening we shall commence moving the wounded toward the mouth of the Little Big Horn, to which point I hope that the steamer has been able to come. The removal will occupy three or four days, as the marches must be short. A reconnaissance was made to-day by Captain Ball, of the Second Cavalry, along the trail made by the Indians when they left the valley. He reports that they divided into two parties, one of which kept the valley of Long Fork, making, he thinks, for the Big Horn Mountains; the other turned more to the eastward. He also discovered a very heavy trail leading into the valley that is not more than five days old. This trail is entirely different from the one which Custer followed, and would seem to show that at least two large bands united here just before the battle. The dead were all buried to-day.

ALFRED H. TERRY, Brigadier General.

HEADQUARTERS DEPARTMENT OF DAKOTA,

Camp on Yellowstone, near Big Horn River,

Montana, July 2, 1876.

Lieut. Gen. P. H. Sheridan, Chicago, Ill.:

In the evening of the 28th we commenced moving down the wounded, but were able to get on but four miles, as our hand litters did not answer the purpose. The mule-litters did exceedingly well, but they were insufficient in number. The 29th, therefore, was spent in making a full supply of them. In the evening of the 29th we started again, and at 2 A. M. of the 30th the wounded were placed on a steamer at the mouth of the Little Big Horn. The afternoon of the 30th they were brought to the depot on the Yellowstone. I now send them by steamer to Fort Lincoln, and with them one of my aides, Capt. E. W. Smith, who will be able to answer any questions which you may desire to ask. I have brought down the troops to this point. They arrived tonight. They need refitting, particularly in the matter of transportation, before starting again. Although I had on the steamer a good supply of subsistence and forage, there are other things which we need, and I should hesitate to trust the boat again in the Big Horn.

Colonel Sheridan’s dispatch informing me of the reported gathering of Indians on The Rosebud, reached me after I came down here. I hear nothing of General Crook’s movements.

At least a hundred horses are needed to mount the cavalrymen now here.

ALFRED H. TERRY,

Brigadier General.

The latter report accompanied Terry’s “confidential” report, and it will be seen that his A.A.A.G., Smith, was sent along to answer any questions Sheridan might have - thus partially at least, taking the heat off Terry, who stayed in the field, far from probing questions and questioners. Of course, that is exactly where a commander on an active campaign should have stayed, but the fact remains that it was very convenient for all concerned. Today, Terry would have been recalled to face the press and the Congress and his superiors and in light of the fact that his command was going to undergo extensive refitting, it seems odd that neither Sheridan nor Sherman required his presence back east. As it turned out, Terry and Crook, who was also sitting still, crying out for reinforcements before he moved, did a whole lot of subsequent marching around and about and accomplished virtually nothing.

[CN] 4.12

[CT] BRIGADIER GENERAL ALFRED H. TERRY: TWO REPORTS (Including “the Confidential”)

On the evening of 27 June, General Terry sat down to write his report of the operations which had culminated in the fights on the Little Horn. A disaster had occurred and news of it must be transmitted as quickly as possible to the authorities - that is, to his superiors in the east - even if the details were somewhat sketchy. But although Terry didn’t have full details of the actions, he did have the basic information and he most certainly knew under what instructions Custer had operated, since he was the person who had issued them. It is important to bear this in mind.

Terry’s report reads as follows:

HEADQUARTERS DEPARTMENT OF DAKOTA

Camp on Little Big Horn River, Montana,

June 27, 1876

To the Adjutant General of the Military Division of the Missouri, Chicago, Ill., via Fort Ellis:

It is my painful duty to report that day before yesterday, the 25th instant, a great disaster overtook General Custer and the troops under his command. At 12 o’clock of the 22nd he started with his whole regiment and a strong detachment of scouts and guides from the mouth of the Rosebud. Proceeding up that river about twenty miles, he struck a very heavy Indian trail which had previously been discovered, and, pursuing it, found that it led, as it was supposed that it would lead, to the Little Big Horn River. Here he found a village of almost unexampled extent, and at once attacked it with that portion of his force which was immediately at hand. Major Reno, with three companies, A, G, and M, of the regiment, was sent into the valley of the stream, at the point where the trail struck it. General Custer, with five companies, C, E, F, I, and L, attempted to enter it about 3 miles lower down. Reno forded the river, charged down its left bank, dismounted, and fought on foot until finally, completely overwhelmed by numbers, he was compelled to mount, recross the river, and seek a refuge on its right bank. Just as he recrossed, Captain Benteen, who, with three companies, D, H, and K, was some two miles to the left of Reno when the action commenced, but who had been ordered by General Custer to return, came to the river, and, rightly concluding that it was useless for his force to attempt to renew the fight in the valley, he joined Reno on the bluffs. Captain McDougall, with his company, B, was at first some distance in the rear, with the train of pack mules; he also came up to Reno. Soon this united force was nearly surrounded by Indians, many of whom, armed with rifles of long range, occupied positions which commanded the ground held by the cavalry - ground from which there was no escape. Rifle pits were dug, and the fight was maintained, though with heavy loss, from about half past two o’clock of the 25th till 6 o’clock of the 26th, when the Indians withdrew from the valley, taking with them their village. Of the movements of General Custer and the five companies under his immediate command scarcely anything is known from those who witnessed them, for no officer or soldier who accompanied him has yet been found alive. His trail, from the point where Reno crossed the stream, passes along and in the rear of the crest of the bluffs on the right bank for nearly or quite three miles. Then it comes down the bank of the river, but at once diverges from it as if he had unsuccessfully attempted to cross; then turns upon itself, almost completes a circle, and ceases. It is marked by the remains of his officers and men and the bodies of his horses, some of them dotted along the path, others heaped in ravines and upon knolls, where halts appear to have been made. There is abundant evidence that a gallant resistance was offered by the troops, but that they were beset on all sides by overpowering numbers. The officers known to have been killed are: General Custer, Captains Keogh, Yates, and Custer, Lieutenants Cook, Smith, McIntosh, Calhoun, Porter, Hodgson, Sturgis, and Riley, of the cavalry; Lieutenant Crittenden, of the Twentieth Infantry; and Acting Assistant Surgeon DeWolf, Lieutenant Harrington, of the cavalry, and Assistant Surgeon Lord are missing; Captain Benteen and Lieutenant Varnum, of the cavalry, are slightly wounded. Mr. Boston Custer, a brother, and Mr. Reed, a nephew, of General Custer, were with him and were killed. No other officers than those whom I have named are among the killed, wounded, and missing.

It is impossible as yet to obtain a nominal list of the enlisted men who were killed and wounded; but the number of killed, including officers, must reach 250; and the number of wounded is 51. At the mouth of the Rosebud, I informed General Custer that I should take the supply-steamer Far West up the Yellowstone to ferry General Gibbon’s column over the river; that I should personally accompany that column; and that it would, in all probability, reach the mouth of the Little Big Horn on the 25th instant. The steamer reached General Gibbon’s troops, near the mouth of the Big Horn, early in the morning of the 24th, and at 4 o’clock in the afternoon all his men and animals were across the Yellowstone. At 5 o’clock, the column, consisting of five companies of the Seventh Infantry, four companies of the Second Cavalry, and a battery of three Gatling guns, marched out to and across Tullock’s Creek. Starting soon after 5 o’clock in the morning of the 25th, the infantry made a march of twenty-two miles over the most difficult country which I have ever seen. In order that scouts might be sent into the valley of the Little Big Horn, the cavalry, with the battery, was then pushed on thirteen or fourteen miles farther, reaching camp at midnight. The scouts were sent out at half past 4 in the morning of the 26th. They soon discovered three Indians, who were at first supposed to be Sioux but, when overtaken, they proved to be Crows, who had been with General Custer. They brought the first intelligence of the battle. Their story was not credited. It was supposed that some fighting, perhaps severe fighting, had taken place; but it was not believed that disaster could have overtaken so large a force as twelve companies of cavalry. The infantry, which had broken camp very early, soon came up, and the whole column entered and moved up the valley of the Little Big Horn. During the afternoon, efforts were made to send scouts through to what was supposed to be General Custer’s position, to obtain information of the condition of affairs; but those who were sent out were driven back by parties of Indians, who, in increasing numbers, were seen hovering in General Gibbon’s front. At twenty minutes before nine o’clock in the evening, the infantry had marched between twenty-nine and thirty miles. The men were very weary and daylight was fading. The column was therefore halted for the night, at a point about eleven miles in a straight line above the mouth of the stream. This morning the movement was resumed, and, after a march of nine miles, Major Reno’s intrenched position was reached. The withdrawal of the Indians from around Reno’s command and from the valley was undoubtedly caused by the approach of General Gibbon’s troops. Major Reno and Captain Benteen, both of whom are officers of great experience, accustomed to see large masses of mounted men, estimate the number of Indians engaged at not less than twenty-five hundred. Other officers think that the number was greater than this. The village in the valley was about three miles in length and about a mile in width. Besides the lodges proper, a great number of temporary brush-wood shelters was found in it, indicating that many men besides its proper inhabitants had gathered together there. Major Reno is very confident that there were a number of white men fighting with the Indians. It is believed that the loss of the Indians was large. I have as yet received no official reports in regard to the battle; but what is stated herein is gathered from the officers who were on the ground then and from those who have been over it since.

ALFRED H. TERRY,

Brigadier General.

It is interesting to note, particularly in light of coming events, that General Terry makes no mention of a plan, of any date for a coordinated assault on the village, or of any disobedience on the part of Custer. Indeed, Terry makes no mention whatever of Custer’s instructions. There is no mention of the 26th of June, but rather “in all probability reach the mouth of the Little Big Horn on the 25th instant,” this in reference to Gibbon’s column. Within Terry’s report are a few interesting references to the marches of the infantry. He makes no reference to the marches of the cavalry with Gibbon, but they would have had to be the same as those of the infantry, within a very small plus/minus at any rate. Notice that the infantry made a march of 22 miles “over the most difficult country” on 25 June and “between 29 and 30 miles” on 26 June, ending about 11 miles above the mouth of the Little Horn. Those are pretty substantial marches and it is useful to compare them with Custer’s marches which supposedly resulted in broken down horses and exhausted men. It is also provocative to note that the infantry must have been 18 or 19 miles below the mouth of the Little Horn on the morning of the 26th, if their 29/30 mile march only took them 11 miles above it by 9 o’clock that evening. So much for a coordinated attack!

After the shock of the disaster wore off and it did that rather quickly because there was so much to be done - wounded to care for, an enemy to be sought out, etc. - it became evident to the officers of Headquarters and of the Seventh Cavalry that there was going to be hell to pay for somebody. The semi-destruction of one of the Army’s most famous regiments and the death of its even more famous commander were not going to go unnoticed or unremarked, either by the Army or by the public. There must be someone held responsible - someone called to account. What more easy than to assail the dead “hero”, who already had a reputation for headlong dash and unthinking bravery and wasn’t around anymore to defend himself? It is very easy to picture Terry’s staff, especially Hughes, his brother-in-law, planting the seeds in Terry’s mind - a whisper here and a nudge there and it wouldn’t have been difficult for Terry to have accepted that his plan would have worked if only Custer had not been so rash and imprudent. In addition there was the ever-dependable Benteen to add a few tidbits here and there, plus Reno to throw in his embittered two cents worth and one can understand how Terry came to believe it as gospel thus why he then wrote a second “confidential” report for transmission to his superiors. The first few words are enough to tell exactly what Terry’s motivation was and there are enough aspersions cast on the dead Custer to accomplish the task - along with some self-serving “if onlys.”

The second report, like the first, was carried to civilization by a courier and sent east by telegraph. Unfortunately, the confidential report not only got there first, but was inadvertently, it must be assumed, given to a Philadelphia newspaperman by General Sherman, who apparently thought he was a War Department employee. Needless to say, the published report created a sensation and became a cornerstone of the controversy that has continued to swirl around the long-dead Custer and the Little Horn fights. This is the second report:

CONFIDENTIAL

HEADQUARTERS DEPARTMENT OF DAKOTA

Camp on Yellowstone, near Big Horn River, Montana,

July 2, 1876

I think I owe it to myself to put you more fully in possession of the facts of the late operations. While at the mouth of the Rosebud I submitted my plan to Genl. Gibbon and to General Custer. They approved it heartily. It was 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 send scouts over it and keep his main force further to the south so as to prevent the Indians from slipping in between himself and the mountains. He was also to examine the headwaters of Tullock’s creek as he passed it and send me word of what he found there. A scout was furnished him for the purpose of crossing the country to me. We calculated that it would take Gibbon’s column until the twenty-sixth to reach the mouth of the Little Big Horn 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. I asked Custer how long his marches would be. He said they would be at first about thirty miles a day. Measurements were made and calculations based on that rate of progress. I talked with him about his strength and at one time suggested that perhaps it would be well for me to take Gibbon’s cavalry and go with him. To this suggestion he replied that without reference to the command he would prefer to go with his regiment alone. As a homogeneous body, as much could be done with it as with the two combined and he expressed the utmost confidence that he had all the force that he could need, and I shared his confidence. The plan adopted was the only one that promised to bring the Infantry into action and I desired to make sure of things by getting up every available man. I offered Custer the battery of Gatling guns but he declined it saying that it might embarrass him: that he was strong enough without it. The movements proposed for Genl. Gibbon’s column were carried out to the letter and had the attack been deferred until it was up I cannot doubt that we should have been successful. The Indians had evidently nerved themselves for a stand, but as I learn from Captain Benteen, on the twenty-second, the cavalry marched twelve miles; on the twenty-third, thirty-five miles; from five A.M. till eight P.M. on the twenty-fourth, forty-five miles and then after night ten miles further; then after resting but without unsaddling, twenty-three miles to the battlefield. The proposed route was not taken but as soon as the trail was struck it was followed. I cannot learn that any examination of Tullock’s creek was made. I do not tell you this to cast any reflection upon Custer. For whatever errors he may have committed he has paid the penalty and you cannot regret his loss more than I do, but I feel that our plan must have been successful had it been carried out, and I desire you to know the facts. In the action itself, so far as I can make out, Custer acted under a misapprehension. He thought, I am confident, that the Indians were running. For fear that they might get away he attacked without getting all his men up and divided his command so that they were beaten in detail. I do not at all propose to give the thing up here but I think that my troops require a little time and in view of the strength which the Indians have developed I propose to bring up what little reinforcement I can get. I should be glad of any that you can send me. I can take two companies of Infantry from Powder River and there are a few recruits and detached men whom I can get for the cavalry. I ought to have a larger mounted force than I now have but I fear cannot be obtained. I hear nothing from General Crook’s operations. If I could hear I should be able to form plans for the future much more intelligently.

I should very much like instructions from you, or if not instructions, your views of the situation based as they might be on what has taken place elsewhere as well as here.

I shall refit as rapidly as possible and if at any time I should get information showing that I can act in conjunction with General Crook, or independently, with good results, I shall leave at once.

I send in another dispatch a copy of my written orders to Custer, but these were supplemented by the distinct understanding that Gibbon could not get to the Little Big Horn before the evening of the 26th.

ALFRED H. TERRY, Brigadier General.

Terry sent his dispatches in the safekeeping of Captain E.W. Smith, his A.A.A.G., along with a covering letter to Sheridan. Smith went along on the Far West, which delivered the wounded to Fort Lincoln. The first report had already gone with Muggins Taylor to the Telegraph station at Fort Ellis. The telegraphed copy of the second report, as mentioned previously, found its way into the possession of a reporter and was published before Smith ever reached Chicago.

For the time being, it is sufficient to see the indictment of Custer, Terry’s claims to the contrary notwithstanding, and the fine hand of Captain Benteen working, as usual, in the background, feeding the flames with his own brand of distortions. The only surprising thing about Benteen’s phony mileage claims is that he actually allowed Terry to say where they came from. The official reports of Benteen and Reno are reproduced in Appendices 4.1. & 4.9, respectively.

[CN] 4.13

[CT] GENERAL TERRY: THIRD “REPORT,” SENT TO HIS HEADQUARTERS IN SAINT PAUL

General Terry, in addition to his two formal reports to his superior officers, also addressed a “report” to his own headquarters c/o A.A.G. G.D. Ruggles. Ruggles, in turn, sent it on to Chicago with a request for a copy of Terry’s dispatch [which gave greater detail]. It is interesting to note Terry’s concern for the relatives of the killed officers, although the news reached most of them before Ruggles could attend to Terry’s wishes. The reproduced missive is a telegram from Ruggles to Division HQ in Chicago dated 8 July 1876.

St. Paul, Minn. 8 July 1876

To the Ass’t. Adjt. Gen.

Military Division of the Missouri;

The following just received:

Custer with his whole regiment & forty scouts and guides attacked an immense Indian village on the twenty-fifth & was defeated - have telegraphed particulars to Division Headquarters The officers known to be killed are Gen’l Custer Captains Keogh Yates and Custer - Lieutenants Cook Smith McIntosh Calhoun Porter - Hodgson Sturgis and Reilly of the Cavalry Lieut Crittenden of the Twentieth Infantry & Acting Ass’t Surgeon DeWolf Lieut Harrington & Ass’t Surgeon Lord are Missing - Captain Benteen and Lieutenant Varnum are wounded but so slightly that they remain on duty - Mr Boston Custer the brother & Mr Reed the nephew of General Custer were killed - please telegraph to the commanding officers at Forts Lincoln & Rice to break the news to the families of the deceased officers & inform the commanding officer at Fort Totten of the death of DeWolf - please telegraph also to General Crittenden at fort Abercrombie & to General Sturgis at St. Louis of the Death of their sons - inform Lieutenant Lord at Fort Shelling that his brother is missing - it is impossible as yet to determine the number of killed but it must reach two hundred & fifty officers & men - there are fifty-one wounded - no other officers than those I have named were injured - It has been impossible as yet to obtain a nominal list of the killed & wounded among the enlisted men

- Ask Division Headquarters for a copy of my dispatch.

Alfred H.Terry

Brig Gen’l

Please send me a copy of Gen’l Terry’s dispatch

Ruggles Ass’t Adjt Gen

[CN] 4.14

[CT] FIRST LIEUTENANT GEORGE DANIEL WALLACE: REPORT AND THE QUESTION OF RAPID AND EXCESSIVE MARCHES, WORN-OUT HORSES AND EXHAUSTED MEN

George D. “Nick” Wallace was Second Lieutenant of G Company in the fights at the Little Horn, being promoted First Lieutenant vice D.G. McIntosh killed, and serving as Regimental Adjutant at the time of his formal report on the march of the 7th Cavalry. His report arose from his designation as “Acting Engineer Officer” during the march up the Rosebud to the Little Horn and as it was his assigned duty to record the itinerary, times and distances and to note the topography of the region traversed his report becomes invaluable to researchers and historians. It also serves to illustrate the lengths to which some officers of the time and subsequent writers were willing to go to criticize Custer. The report does not cover the battle itself and so is of no use in that area. Note that is was not written until January of 1877, so that the persons who wanted to use phony mileage figures to castigate Custer before that date were at liberty to do so, without the fear of any official numbers being flung back at them.

Saint Paul, Minn., January 27, 1877.

Sir:

I have the honor to submit the following report of the march and the country passed over by the Seventh Regiment of Cavalry, from the 22nd to the 25th of June, 1876:

At 12 M. on the 22nd of June, 1876, the Seventh Cavalry, under Lieutenant Colonel Custer, left camp on the Yellowstone and moved up that stream for two miles to the mouth of the Rosebud, then up the Rosebud. We crossed the latter near its mouth. It was a clear running stream, from 3 to 4 feet wide, and about 3 inches deep; bottom gravel, but in many places water standing in pools. Water slightly alkaline. Owing to delays with the pack train the command moved only about 12 miles that day. We camped on the left bank of the Rosebud, at the base of a steep bluff. We had plenty of wood and water, and grass for our animals. During the greater part of the march the trail followed the high ground, or second bottom, where the soil was poor, the grass thin, and crowded out by sagebrush and cactus. In the lower part of the valley the soil appeared to be good, the grazing fair, the bottom timbered with large cottonwood. Small willows grew thickly along the banks in many places. For the first 8 miles the hills sloped back gradually, but near camp were more abrupt, and covered with stones and cactus. Several deep ravines were crossed during the day. The only serious obstacle to a wagon train would be the numerous crossings of the bends of the Rosebud. Weather clear, but not unpleasantly warm. No game visible. Plenty of fish in the creek.

June 23, 1876.-Orders were given last night that trumpet signals would be discontinued, that the stable guards would wake their respective companies at 3 A.M., and the command would move at 5 A.M. General Custer stated that short marches would be made for the first few days, after that they would be increased. All were ready for the appointed time, and the command moving out we crossed to the right bank of the Rosebud. The bluff being very broken, we had to follow the valley for some distance, crossing the Rosebud five times in 3 miles; thence up the right side for about 10 miles. There we halted to allow the pack train to close up. Soon after starting, crossed to the left bank and followed that for 15 miles, and camped on the right bank at 4:30 P.M., making a distance of over 30 miles. The last of the pack train did not get into camp until near sunset. About 5 miles from our last camp we came to the trail made by Major Reno, a few days previous, and a few miles farther on saw the first traces of the Indian camps. They were all old, but everything indicated a large body of Indians. Every bend of the stream bore traces of some old camp, and their ponies had nipped almost every spear of grass. The ground was strewn with broken bones and cuttings from buffalo hides. The country passed over after the first few miles was rolling, and a few deep ravines the only obstacle to hinder the passage of a wagon train. Soil poor, except along the creek. Grass all eaten up. Plenty of cottonwood along the creek. During the last 5 or 6 miles of the march, the cottonwood timber was gradually replaced by ash and a species of alder. The valley was about one-fourth of a mile wide, and for the last 15 miles the hills were very steep and rocky, sandstone being present. The country back from the hills looked to be very much broken. The hills were covered with a short growth of pines. No game seen during the day; weather warm and clear.

June 24, 1876--The command moved at 5 A.M. this morning. After we had been on the march about an hour, our Crow scouts came in and reported fresh signs of Indians, but in no great numbers. After a short consultation, General Custer, with an escort of two companies, moved out in advance, the remainder of the command following at a distance of about half a mile. We followed the right bank of the Rosebud; crossed two running tributaries, the first we had seen. At 1 P.M. the command was halted, scouts sent ahead, and the men made coffee. The scouts got back about 4, and reported a fresh camp at the forks of the Rosebud. Everything indicated that the Indians were not more than thirty miles away. At 5 P.M. the command moved out; crossed to the left bank of Rosebud; passed through several large camps. The trail was now fresh, and the whole valley scratched up by the trailing lodgepoles. At 7:45 P.M. we encamped on the right bank of Rosebud. Scouts were sent ahead to see which branch of the stream the Indians had followed. Distance marched today, about 28 miles. Soil in the valley very good, and in many places grazing very fine. Timber scattering, principally elder and ash. Hills rough and broken, and thickly covered with pines. Weather clear and very warm. About 9 P.M. the scouts returned and reported that the Indians had crossed the divide to the Little Big Horn River. General Custer determined to cross the divide that night, to conceal the command, the next day find out the locality of the village, and attack the following morning at daylight. Orders were given to move at midnight, but we did not get off until near 1 A.M., and, owing to delays on account of pack train, we had only marched about 8 miles when daylight appeared. We halted, and the men were ordered to make coffee. While waiting here a scout came back from Lieutenant Varnum, who had been sent out the night before. In a note to General Custer, Lieutenant Varnum stated that he could see the smoke of the village about 20 miles away, on the Little Big Horn. The scout pointed out the butte from which the village could be seen. It was about 8 miles ahead.

We moved on, and when near the butte Lieutenant Varnum joined us and reported that the Indians had discovered the command and that he had seen couriers go in the direction of the village. General Custer assembled the officers, told them what he had heard, and said he would move ahead and attack the village without any further delay.

At 12 M., on the 25th, we crossed the divide between the Rosebud and Little Big Horn. From the divide could be seen the valley of the Little Big Horn, and about 15 miles or 20 miles to the northwest could be seen a light blue cloud, and to practised eyes showed that our game was near. A small stream starting from the point where we crossed the divide flowed in the direction of the smoke. After the assignment of battalions was made, General Custer followed down the right bank of this stream, and Major Reno the left. When within three miles of Little Big Horn, Major Reno was ordered across to the right bank and the two columns moved together for some distance, when Major Reno was ordered ahead. He recrossed this stream, moved down on it, crossed the Little Big Horn, halted his column, formed line and moved down the valley and commenced the battle of June 25.

In passing from the Rosebud to the Little Big Horn, we followed up the left branch of the first, then up a dry ravine to the crest of the divide; grass short, soil poor, hills low. From the crest to the Little Big Horn the country was broken and the valley narrow; some timber along the little stream we followed down. Distance traveled during the night of the 24th and on the 25th about 6 miles.

I am, sir, very respectfully, your obedient servant,

Geo. D. Wallace,

First Lieutenant and Adjutant Seventh Cavalry.

The Chief Engineer Department of Dakota.

So this is Wallace’s report - a bare bones outline of the marches of the 7th Cavalry from the camp on the Yellowstone near the mouth of the Rosebud to its rendezvous with destiny on the Little Horn. He records the marches as: 22 June - 12 miles, 23 June – 30 miles plus, 24 June – 28 miles, plus 24 June – 8 miles night march, although he also gives a figure of 6 miles.

Wallace does not give the distance marched on the 25th, but it is almost exactly 14 miles from the divide to the Little Horn. Custer’s personal march to his field of action would have added about 4 miles to this amount. If we assume that Wallace’s numbers are correct and reference to topographical maps indicates that they are very accurate if not exact - and that his 8 and 6 mile figures are for two different march segments, which the maps confirm, then we can see that the worst-case mileage figure for the 24th is 36 miles, including the night march, and for the 25th it becomes 20 miles for the Custer battalions and a bit less for Reno. 

Now compare these figures, which are accurate, with those quoted by General Terry, Major Reno and President Grant, and the actual mileages as calculated from the maps:

[image: image]

Reno mentions the night march in his report, but does not give any mileage for it, saying that it lasted three hours and that the next stage also lasted three hours - to just over the divide. This would make a total mileage, allowing for a typical rate of march, of about twelve miles nearly exactly the same as Wallace gives- but the actual rate would probably have been a bit less, because of the darkness and the topography. It must be said that Reno, whatever his failings and whatever his attitude toward Custer, did not attempt to exaggerate the mileages marched. Perhaps he realized that Wallace’s figures would eventually give the lie to anything that anyone trumped up - provided, of course, attention were drawn to the true numbers. 

The fact of the matter is that Wallace’s mileage figures are exactly right. I might want to add a mile or two to account for windings of the various trails followed, but there is nothing in the actual lengths of the marches to indicate that the 7th Cavalry was worn out on the trail, or was pushed in order to purposely arrive ahead of the time appointed for an alleged rendezvous with Gibbon’s force. These mileages are indicative of an almost leisurely march up the Rosebud and the numerous, in some cases fairly lengthy halts, allowed more than ample time for rejuvenation of horses and men.

It would not be difficult to find examples of far more punishing cavalry marches, even where action immediately followed. Custer adherents have quoted them ad nauseum, which is hardly necessary. Terry himself said that the marches would be “at first about thirty miles a day” (see his report of July 2, 1876) and he made no comment upon that rate of march, but in fact stated that he had made measurements and calculations based upon that rate (same report).

Terry says that his plan called for marches of thirty miles a day. The actual distances covered were somewhat less than that on average and certainly not excessive on any particular day. Terry, using Benteen’s numbers, adds about twenty miles to the total - all in the last two days - and Grant’s figure of eighty-three miles looks as if it had been plucked out of the blue. It is quite obvious that both overstatements were deliberately made in order to indict Custer for both rashness and disobedience. The context of both makes that unquestionable and it is revealing that these fictions were put forward when accurate information was available. It is even more revealing that the men responsible for these false statements never saw fit to correct the impressions they created, but that would have taken some of the heat off the dead Custer’s reputation and perhaps led to a more critical examination and evaluation of the campaign and the fights on the Little Horn. That was definitely not desirable at the time, or even later, but it is interesting to note the lengths to which the detractors would go to maintain the myth of rapid and excessive marches and of worn-out men and horses.

Terry, Grant and Benteen were only the first. Dustin, in ‘The Custer Tragedy’, gives his version of what Gibbon could have said [but never did say]: “Custer was thirty-six hours ahead of his schedule. He should have waited for us. He should not have overmarched his men and worn out his horses.”Dustin knew what the truth was, but still chose to perpetuate the myth. But then Dustin was more interested in clearing Reno’s name than in anything else, his protestations to the contrary notwithstanding.

Van de Water, in Glory Hunter, at least had the honesty to show his bias, but he was dishonest enough to foster the myth so: “Men who had marched all the day before and most of the night were too weary for many questions; too spent perhaps to see the paradox…” These were, in fact, the same men who had halted from 1 P.M. to 5 P.M. the previous day, and again from 7:45 P.M. until after 11 P.M. They had then halted for four and a half hours after a three hour march. They undoubtedly were tired, but hardly “too weary” or “too spent.” And they most definitely had not marched “all the day before and most of the night.”

Previous and subsequent writers picked out whatever figures they needed to put forward the particular case they were trying to make. Even supposedly neutral historians, such as Graham, neglected to set the record straight - even though they most certainly knew the truth, or should have known it - and one must therefore question their motives.

Like most of the myths surrounding the fights at the Little Horn, the one about worn-out horses and men was fostered solely to add weight to the evidence used to indict Custer. It was something that wasn’t necessary if the evidence existed and not exactly history if it didn’t.

WALLACE’S DISTANCES ITINERARY FOR THE MARCH UP THE ROSEBUD

22 June – marched two miles to the Rosebud and ten miles up the creek. Camped on the west side of the creek.

23 June – marched thirty-two miles in total and camped on the east side of the creek, north of Jim Town. Halted after nine miles to examine village site, another halt six miles later to check out the Teat Butte campsite, halted nine miles later at mouth of Greenleaf creek.

24 June – Marched twenty-five miles to Busby Bend camp. Crossed Lame Deer Creek. Crossed Muddy Creek and nooned just past it. Halted at H1500 to wait for Varnum. Started again at H1700 and reached Busby camp at H1945.

Night march started at H2300 and the command crossed at the mouth of Thompson Creek, which is the best, if not the only, crossing in the area, then moved to Davis Creek and up that stream.

The Crows were at the Crow’s Nest on the PM of the 24 [WMRH in Scott and McCoy], and returned at H2100 according to Wallace.

[CN] 4.15

[CT] SERGEANT JAMES E. WI LSON: REPORT OF JANUARY 3, 1877

James Wilson was a Sergeant of Engineers, working under the command of Lieutenant Edward Maguire, and was a member of Terry’s Dakota Column during the campaign of 1876. He was assigned to accompany the Far West on its trip up to the mouth of the Little Horn and the report reproduced here is an account of that journey. It is a valuable source document in that it illustrates the lack of knowledge of the army personnel of the country in which they were operating, shows how almost everything that could go wrong did go wrong, and gives an “official” version of Curly reaching the steamboat. This latter is from someone who had no personal axe to grind.

Wilson’s report is reproduced in its entirety and no editing has been inflicted upon it by the author.

Headquarters Department of Dakota

Chief Engineer’s Office

St. Paul, Minn. January 3, 1877

Lieut. E. Maguire

Corps of Engineers, U.S.A. Chief Engineer Department of Dakota

Sir: I have the honor to submit the following report:

In obedience to orders received from you in the field, I remained on the steamer Far West during its trip up the Big Horn River, for the purpose of making a boat survey, and collecting information in regard to the nature of that stream and the adjacent country.

JUNE 24 - Immediately after the departure of General Terry and staff, at 6:30 p.m., the boat moved up a short distance and wooded, after which it crossed over and tied up on the left bank of the Yellowstone River.

Two Indian curs were seen this evening in close proximity, but were not molested. The escort commanded by Capt. S. Baker and First Lieut. J. Carland, Sixth Infantry, was composed as follows: Company B, Sixth Infantry, to which was attached some soldiers left in charge of property belonging to the absent portion of the command. A few sick men, in charge of Hospital Steward Dale, occupied the rear portion of the cabin-deck. These with first-class private Thomas Culligan and myself of the engineer detachment made up the total commissioned and enlisted on board. The whole fighting force, including the armed civilians on board, did not exceed 60 men.

JUNE 25 - At 12 m. the boat moved up the Yellowstone, and at 12:35 p.m., reached the mouth of the Big Horn. The country on the right bank of the Yellowstone at this point is quite level for a considerable distance, and thickly timbered with cottonwood. The Big Horn is about 150 yards wide at its mouth, with a depth of from 3 to 8 feet. Tullock’s Fork enters the Big Horn on its right bank, about 4 miles from its mouth. Reached Josephine Island at 4:50 p.m. It is well timbered, and about three-fourths of a mile long, and situated about 12 miles from the mouth of the river. The river at a point about a mile above Josephine Island spreads out to a width of 500 to 600 yards, causing a shallow channel. The current is swift, and the bed of the river studded with numerous islands and sand-bars.

After a travel of 15 miles the first creek entering the Big Horn on its left bank was reached. About one mile further on the boat tied up, at 8:30 p.m., on the left bank. The current of the Big Horn is much swifter than that of the Yellowstone, with a depth varying from 3 to 8 feet; 5 1/2 feet of water at Josephine Island. Rapid water was encountered on two occasions during the day’s travel. The country as we advance becomes richer, the hills on the right bank close gradually in, and the left bank is low, thickly timbered, and well grassed. Game appeared to be abundant in the valley, as we saw a herd of 8 elk on the right bank in the afternoon. Passed many old Indian encampments. Heavy rain fell during the night. Pine timber was obtained at the point where the boat was tied up. Maximum thermometer, 91 degrees; minimum thermometer 63 degrees. Bearings were taken by prismatic compass; the rate of the boat carefully noted whenever a change was observed, and at intervals not greater than ten minutes. Whenever rapids were encountered the distance to the end of the course was estimated. Readings of the barometer and thermometer were taken each day. Mean solar chronometer 1362, Arnold and Dent furnished the time. The means used to ascertain the rate of the boat were as follows: By selecting two objects near the river immediately in line, and keeping them in line by walking toward the stern of the boat. The rate of the walk determined the rate of the boat.

JUNE 26 - Started at 3:30 a.m. Two hours later reached a creek entering the Big Horn on its right bank, and a short distance further on we encountered the first rapids. Here a long delay was occasioned. At 1 p.m., the hills on the right bank closed in up to the water’s edge, rising to a height of 150 feet, and in some places to 200 feet. The river valley on the left bank still low and thickly timbered with cottonwood, the hills on the right sparsely timbered with pine. Passed General Terry’s camp, of June 25, at 9:30 a.m., fires still smoldering. Tied up on the west side of a large island near the right bank at 9 p.m., after an estimated travel of 29 miles. The day was beautiful and clear, and the country passed through extremely rich and fertile. No game, however, was seen today. The Big Horn Mountains were in view about 75 miles to the south and towering to the clouds. As we ascended the river the channel became narrower and deeper and more easily navigated. The ridge of the hills on the right side extended for a distance of 8 miles. They are all washed and of a dark color; bare and destitute of any vegetation, excepting some small quantities of pine in the canons and ravines. At 8 p.m. the clouds toward the west looked dark and threatening, but they soon cleared away. Maximum thermometer, 70 degrees; minimum thermometer, 60 degrees. Rapid water was encountered many times. Old Indian encampments were met at nearly every bend of the river. Concerning the fertility of this region, Mr. Hall, an experienced western farmer, stated that he would rather have a farm on the Big Horn River than any other place he knew of. Mr. Hall was on board the Far West during the trip, and the further the boat ascended the more profuse he was in his praises of the country.

JUNE 27 - Boat started at 3:30 a.m., but at 6 a.m. very little had been accomplished, owing to the shallowness of the channel and the swiftness of the current. Two chutes were tried without success. An ascent of the third was, however, accomplished after considerable trouble and delay. A little further on the site of Fort C.F. Smith became visible about 35 miles distant. The second ridge of high hills on the right bank was reached at 9 a.m., rising to a greater height, but bearing the same appearance, except that this ridge is more broken, and two of its peaks rise to a height of fully 300 feet above the water’s edge. Mountain-sheep, 15 in number, were seen on this ridge. Ridge about three miles long. The valley on the left bank bears the same rich, parklike appearance, the scenery splendid, and the river studded with large, beautiful, heavily-timbered islands.

A short distance above the southerly extremity of the second ridge, the Little Big Horn River enters the Big Horn on its right bank. This point was reached at 10 a.m. The valley of the Little Big Horn is well timbered, and about 1 1/4 miles wide at this point. Near the mouth of the stream are many dangerous quagmires. A delay of two hours was experienced here while Captain Baker and his company proceeded to the summit of the ridge of bluffs on the south side of the Little Big Horn Valley for the purpose of reconnoitering. Started at 12:35 p.m., and continued up the Big horn River; travel was slow and very difficult, and the water very rapid.

About 2:30 p.m. the third ridge of hills on the right bank was reached, bearing the same appearance as the others and of the same height as the second ridge. Allowing the river to be about 3,300 feet above sea level, then the respective altitudes of the three ridges would be 3,500, 3,600, and 3,600 feet. This is a rough estimate, but I think an approximate one. Above the upper ridge the river-channel becomes wider and much cut up with small islands. At 5:30 p.m. Sitting Bull’s Rapids were reached, and one hour occupied in ascending them. Very soon afterward a series of rapids were encountered, extending in quick succession a distance of fully 3 miles, over which it was found impossible to force a passage. The boat accordingly dropped to the foot of these rapids and tied upon the right bank at 8:30 p.m., after an estimated travel of 21 miles. Total estimated distance from the mouth of the Big Horn River about 66 miles.

From Sitting Bull’s Rapids the hills on the right bank wheel sharply away from the river, and from our present camping-place a good view of both sides is obtainable. Elk abound in this part of the country, their favorite resorts being the grassy and well-shaded islands along the river. During the day’s travel, similar features to those of yesterday presented themselves. Maximum thermometer, 76 degrees; minimum thermometer, 63 degrees.

JUNE 28 - The ascension of the rapids was again tried this morning, but without success, and consequently the further navigation of the river was abandoned. The passage back to the mouth of the Little Big Horn was made in a very short time - the current forcing the boat right around so that the stern led the way on many occasions, and the downward run accomplished in a whirling, revolving manner, by reason of which the boat must have sustained considerable damage. Remained at the mouth of the Little Big Horn all day.

An Indian scout named “Curley” (known to have been with General Custer) arrived about noon with information of a battle, but there being no interpreter on board very little reliable information was obtained. He wore an exceedingly dejected countenance, but his appetite proved to be in first-rate order. Elk and deer killed here. Good fishing.

JUNE 29 - Three scouts arrived during the day with the news of the disastrous battle of the Little Big Horn. The Far West was immediately barricaded, and preparations made to receive the wounded on board. At 10 p.m. the van of General Terry’s command arrived. The main column with the wounded did not arrive until 1 a.m., June 30.

I am, sir, very respectfully, your most obedient servant,

James E. Wilson

Sergeant of Engineers

The most interesting and valuable tidbit furnished by Wilson in his report, is the statement that Curly could contribute “little reliable information” because there was no interpreter on board to translate whatever it was that he tried to tell the soldiers. This gives the lie to the traditional Curly stories which had their genesis in his arrival at the boat. There is no doubt that he could make himself at least partially understood, and it may well have been that this was accomplished by means of simplistic diagrams which Curly later told Walter Camp he had drawn for his audience. Wilson establishes that Curly made it clear that a battle had taken place, probably by appropriate sound effects - apparently it was the details that could not be communicated: or possibly it was these details that Wilson excluded as impossible, leaving “little reliable information”.

That no interpreter, or anyone having even a rudimentary knowledge of the Crow language, was present on the steamer when Curly arrived is established by Curly’s statement to Camp that he continually touched himself and said “Absaroke, Absaroke” and that nobody knew what he was trying to say. Anyone with any familiarity with the Crows would have immediately known that Curly was simply saying that he was a Crow! But no one apparently twigged, showing the depths of their ignorance, and, more importantly, their inability to translate any convoluted and picturesque story of the battle.

Wilson also fails to mention in his report that the arrival of the Far West at the mouth of the Little Horn was, in fact, two days later than had been specified by General Terry, who wanted the boat to be there when he arrived, supposedly on the 26th of June. Subsequent events rendered this snag of no importance, but it is another illustration of how the timings of the commands other than Custer’s fell apart at the seams.

What happened was that the boat reached the Little Horn on the 27th, a day late, just as Wilson reported, but Captain Baker did not agree with Grant Marsh’s identification of the stream, so he disembarked his company and spent two hours proceeding “to the summit of the ridge of bluffs on the south side.” When Baker returned after two hours, he told Marsh that this was not the Little Horn and that they had to go farther up the Big Horn to hit it. When the boat tied up for the night at mile 66, it was about 13 miles above the mouth of the Little Horn.

The next day, the Big Horn proved to be not navigable for any distance and Baker agreed that he might have been wrong, so the Far West returned to its actually-assigned location two days late. It had never been intended that Marsh take it beyond the mouth of the Little Horn, although Wilson makes it out as if the whole thing had been planned all along. As it turned out, there was no need for the boat to be at its post as scheduled, but that was a result of fate, not planning and execution. If a battle had been fought involving Gibbon’s forces at the mouth of the Little Horn, one can imagine that the error by Baker would hardly have been overlooked.





MISCELLANEOUS

[CN] 5.1

[CT] CAPTAIN FREDERICK BENTEEN CONCERNING THE BATTLE OF THE WASHITA

THE LETTER ATTRIBUTED TO HIM AS COPIED FROM THE ST. LOUIS DEMOCRAT AND PUBLISHED IN THE NEW YORK TIMES 14 FEBRUARY 1869, AND OTHER MATERIAL BEARING ON THE SAME MATTER

One of the most famous of the letters involving Custer and his reputation, and one which is historically characterized as helping to lead to deep divisions within the Seventh Cavalry along personal lines, is the letter openly accusing Custer of abandoning Major Joel Elliott and his missing detachment at the Battle of the Washita.

The historical record says that Captain Benteen wrote this letter to friends in St. Louis and that it somehow made its way into print, that Custer was made aware of the existence of the newspaper item and that he flew into a rage at an officer’s meeting, threatening to horsewhip whoever had written the letter, that Benteen stepped outside, shifted his pistol into a handy position, stated that he had written the letter and invited Custer to start the horsewhipping any time he was ready, that Custer wilted in the face of this brazen challenge and dismissed the meeting and that Custer never mentioned the matter to Benteen again.

This historical record was made by Benteen himself in his well-known correspondence with that other eminent historian, Theodore Goldin, by Robert Newton Price, a noted friend of Benteen’s who was often called upon to provide a written defense of Benteen and by Colonel Charles F. Bates, who repeated the story in his Custer’s Indian Battles, using Lieutenant John F. Weston as his source.

There is no doubt whatever that such a letter as mentioned was published - it is reproduced below - and that both Benteen and Price reported the “horsewhipping incident” in later correspondence, but the most interesting facet of the entire scenario, to my mind, is that Weston is the only other person to ever have mentioned the confrontation between Custer and Benteen. Supposedly the incident was witnessed by all of the assembled regimental officers and yet none of them, including many such as Captain Robert West who disliked Custer intensely, said anything about it. I am certainly in no position to say that it didn’t happen, only that it seems decidedly strange that no mention of such a dramatic scene was made for more than ten years afterward (by Price in 1879, see below), when it could have been put to good use by both friends and foes of Custer and of Benteen as well. Benteen and his friend Price have proved themselves to be grand liars in other situations, as has been shown throughout this work.

As to the authorship of the Washita letter, I have strong personal reservations. I don’t know that there has ever been a question that Benteen wrote it, but while it certainly reflects his deep-rooted hatred of Custer, it also paints by inference a poor picture of the Seventh’s other officers. After all, did they not stand around unquestioningly while supposedly no search was for the missing detachment? Did they not, all of them, including Benteen himself, ride away from the battlefield without question or complaint? The answers, of course, are yes, and yes. My personal opinion, after reading everything that Benteen ever wrote that is a part of the public record, is that he did not write the Washita letter. The style is simply all wrong, as is the use and non-use of specific words and phrases. I think that Captain Benteen, as was his wont, asked one of his friends to do the deed for him, based upon the information that he gave him in the letter requesting the service and I believe that the friend was Mr. Robert Newton Price, not one of the DeGresse brothers to whom the Washita letter was allegedly written.

In any event, the relevant documents are reproduced below with some editing but minimal commentary.

THE BATTLE OF THE WASHITA

Death and Barbarous Treatment of Maj. Elliott and His Band - Destruction of the Indian

Camp and Property.

The St. Louis Democrat publishes the following letter from a participant in the battle of the Washita, Idaho, which gives some of the secret history of that fight, and accounts for the fact of Maj. Elliott and his men being reported missing:

Fort Cobb, I.T., Dec. 22, 1868.

My Dear Friend: I wrote to you from Camp Supply, which place was left on the 7th, arriving at this post on the evening of the 18th. On the 11th we camped within a few miles of our “battle of the Washita,” and Gens. Sheridan and Custer, with a detail of one hundred men…went out with the view of searching for the bodies of our nineteen missing comrades, including Maj. Elliott.

The bodies were found in a small circle, stripped as naked as when born, and frozen stiff. Their heads had been battered in, and some of them had been entirely chopped off; some of them had had the Adam’s apple cut out of their throats; some had their hands and feet cut off, and nearly all had been horribly mangled in a way delicacy forbids me to mention. They lay scarcely two miles from the scene of the fight, and all we know of the manner they were killed we have learned from Indian sources. It seems that Maj. Elliott’s party were pursuing a well-mounted party of Cheyennes in the direction of the Grand Village, where nearly all the tribes were encamped, and were surrounded by the reinforcements coming to the rescue of the pursued, before the Major was aware of their position. They were out of sight and hearing of the Seventh Cavalry, which had remained at and around the captured village, about two miles away. As soon as Maj. Elliott found that he was surrounded he caused his men to dismount, and did some execution among the Indians which…enraged them so that they determined upon the destruction of the entire little band.

Who can describe the feeling of that brave band, as with anxious hearts, they strained their yearning eyes in the direction whence help should come? What must have been the despair that, when all hopes of succor died out, nerved their stout arms to do and die? [In all probability, Elliott, if not his men, knew as soon as they were surrounded that this solo foray had ended in disaster and that no hope of help existed] Round and round rush the red fiends, smaller and smaller shrinks the circle, but the aim of that devoted, gallant knot of heroes is steadier than ever, and the death howl of the murderous redskins is more frequent. But on they come in masses grim, with glittering lance and one long, exhulting whoop, as if the gates of hell had opened and loosed the whole infernal host. A well-directed volley from their trusty carbines makes some of the miscreants reel and fall, but their death-rattles are drowned in the greater din. Soon every voice in that little band is still as death; but the hellish work of the savages is scarce begun, and their ingenuities are taxed to invent barbarities to practice on the bodies of the fallen brave…[fight likely lasted no more than 15 minutes, probably less]

And now to learn why the anxiously-looked-for succor did not come, let us view the scene in the captured village, scarce two short miles away. Light skirmishing is going on all around. Savages on flying steeds, with shields and feathers gay, are circling everywhere, riding like devils incarnate. The troops are on all sides of the village, looking on and seizing every opportunity of picking off some of those daring riders with their carbines. But does no one think of the welfare of Maj. Elliott and party? It seems not. But yes!, a squadron of cavalry is in motion. They trot; they gallop. Now they charge! The cowardly redskins flee the coming shock and scatter here and there among the hills and scurry away. But it is the true line - will the cavalry keep it? No! no! They turn! Ah, ‘tis only to intercept the wily foe. See! A gray troop goes in the direction again. One more short mile and they will be saved. Oh, for a mother’s prayers! Will not some good angel prompt them? They charge the mound a few scattering shots, and the murdering pirates of the plains go unhurt away. There is no hope for that brave little band, the death doom is theirs, for the cavalry halt and rest their panting steeds.

And now return with me to the village. Officers and soldiers are watching, resting, eating and sleeping. In an hour or so they will be refreshed, and then scout the hills and plains for their missing comrades. [It was too late for Elliott and his followers once they got themselves ambushed] The commander occupies himself in taking an inventory of the captured property which he had promised the officers shall be distributed among the enlisted men of the command if they falter or halt not in the charge.

The day is drawing to a close and but little has been done save the work of the first hour. A great deal remains to be done. That which cannot be taken away must be destroyed. Eight hundred ponies are to be put to death. Our Chief exhibits his close sharp-shooting and terrifies the crowd of frighted, captured squaws and papooses by dropping the straggling ponies in death near them. Ah! he is a clever marksman. Not even do the poor dogs of the Indians escape his eye and aim as they drop dead or limp howling away. [He was, in fact, an excellent shot. To accuse him of shooting the Indian dogs was going a tad far even for Benteen or whoever, since Custer was a dog-lover of the first order. It also undoubtedly pained him to kill the Indian horses, but he had little choice except to let them go back into the hands of the Indians, which would have been criminally negligent. The slaughter of the ponies had a profound impact upon the watching hostiles]. But are not those our men on guard on the other side of the creek? Will he not hit them? “My troop is on guard, General, just over there,” says an officer. “Well, bullets will not go through or around hills, and you see there is a hill between us,” was the reply, and the exhibition goes on. No one will come that way intentionally - certainly not. Now commences the slaughter of the ponies. Volley on volley is poured into them by too hasty men, and they, limping, get away only to meet death from a surer hand. The work progresses! The plunder having been culled over, is hastily piled; the wigwams are pulled down and thrown on it, and soon the whole is one blazing mass. Occasionally a startling report is heard and a steamlike volume of smoke ascends as the fire reaches a powder bag, and thus the glorious deeds of valor done in the morning are celebrated by the flaming bonfire of the afternoon. The last pony is killed. The huge fire dies out; our wounded and dead comrades - heroes of a bloody day - are carefully laid on ready ambulances, and as the brave band of the Seventh Cavalry strikes up the air, “Ain’t I glad to get out of the Wilderness,” we slowly pick our way across the creek over which we charged so gallantly in the early morn. Take care! do not trample on the dead bodies of that woman and child lying there! In a short time we shall be far from the scene of our daring dash, and night will have thrown her dark mantle over the scene. But surely some search will be made for our missing comrades. No, they are forgotten. Over them and the poor ponies the wolves will hold high carnival, and their howlings will be their only requiem. Slowly trudging, we return to our train, some twenty miles away, and with bold, exhulting hearts learn from one another how many dead Indians have been seen.

Two weeks elapse — a larger force returns that way. A search is made and the bodies are found strewn around that little circle, frozen stiff and hard. Who shall write their eulogy?

This my dear friend, is the story of the “battle of the Washita,” poorly told.

In contrast to this picture is the truth of what happened. Elliott took off after a fleeing group of warriors and ran smack into a hastily-improvised ambuscade with his reasonably small contingent of troopers. He was operating without orders and in fact had no business darting off anywhere, since he was second-in-command on the field. When his absence was noted, Custer did send out several different search parties, who obviously did not get far enough outside the lines to discover what had happened to Elliott. These attempts continued throughout the afternoon. Late in the latter, Custer found himself being threatened by the Indians from the camps further down the Washita and determined to retreat from the field, but he did so by first marching directly toward the downstream villages with the band playing. This is the “Ain’t I glad to get out of the Wilderness” mentioned in the letter — a movement which was toward the location of Elliott’s men’s bodies, not away from it. The actual withdrawal from the field did not take place until almost dark, which would have been about 5:30 p.m.

It is interesting that the letter contains the reference to the “dead woman and child lying there” for Benteen himself was known to have killed a young boy who shot at him. I shall mention this again later.

FROM THE PHILADELPHIA TIMES, 15 MARCH 1879.

To the Editor of the Times:

In your paper of this date there appears a communication signed “T.G.C.,” reflecting on Colonel F.W. Benteen; it contains some truth but much falsehood. Colonel Benteen did write a letter criticising Custer’s plan of attack at the battle of the Washita [The letter, as we have seen, had nothing to do with Custer’s plan of attack], and well he might, for it was precisely the same which caused the massacre of the Little Big Horn, only in the former case a Major, Elliott, and his command were the victims [how Custer’s plan of attack at the Washita could have caused the massacre at the Little Horn is known only to Price]. Somebody sent this letter to Custer, and being so different from the usual newspaper notices of his achievements, made him furiously angry. “Officer’s Call” was sounded, and they assembled to find him walking up and down, switching his legs with a riding whip. He referred to the letter, saying he knew it could only have been written by some officer of that regiment, and directed the author to step to the front. Colonel Benteen did so at once, acknowledging the communication to be his, Custer looked at him, and his eyes were on Custer’s all the time. The General then dismissed the other officers, and, when they had broken ranks and dispersed, said to Benteen: “Colonel, I’ll see you again on this matter,” and walked at once to his tent. The “matter” was never referred to again between them. Custer knew, and I know, and “T.G.C.” ought to know, if he doesn’t, had that whip touched Benteen he would have most effectually resented the insult before it could have been repeated.

These are the facts of the case, and, as the friend of Colonel Benteen, who is twenty-five hundred miles distant, serving with his regiment, I have the honor to request their publication in reply to an apparently malicious prevarication.

Robert Newton Price,

505 Minor Street,

Philadelphia, March 14, 1879.

Price does not tell us how T.G.C. prevaricated since Price admits the only thing he accuses T.G.C. of saying. This letter from Price is the first public depiction of the confrontation between Custer and Benteen after the publication of the Washita letter, and it differs from the “legend” in that there is no mention of the gun-shifting, or of Custer stammering in front of the regimental officers or rushing from the tent - indeed, in this version, Custer waited until the officers had dispersed to say anything to Benteen. Price was also in error on at least one count, that the “matter” was never raised again between the two men. In fact, Custer never forgot the letter (whether or not the confrontation did occur in the form represented), although as the years passed it became more a topic almost of ironic humor than of anything else, for whatever purposes Benteen had had in mind when seeing to its publication, the letter never achieved them. There were deep divisions within the regiment, it is true, and Benteen was at the bottom of many of them, but Elliott’s fate gradually became a matter of regimental pride rather than otherwise. And Benteen, contrary to myth, never became the popular head of any faction.

Custer occasionally tweaked Benteen in a somewhat oblique manner about the Washita, seemingly challenging him to bring up the matter of the letter and the “abandonment” of Elliott, but Benteen never took the dare, as witness the following:-

FROM AN INTERVIEW BETWEEN RICHARD E. THOMPSON AND WALTER MASON CAMP, 14 FEBRUARY 1911.

Richard Thompson was a Second Lieutenant, on Terry’s staff as A.C.S., at the time of the Little Horn fights.

…Thompson says…that on night of June 21, at mouth of Rosebud, a group of officers, including Custer and Benteen, sat discussing the possibilities of the campaign, and Benteen and Custer engaged in some personalities and recriminations. Benteen said that if they were to get into a fight he hoped he would be better supported than he was at the Battle of Washita. [Can it be that Benteen’s alleged outrage over Elliott was in fact on his own account because he thought that he had not been supported?] Custer then twitted Benteen of shooting an Indian boy in that battle, and Benteen went on to explain why he had to do so to defend his own life.

Here was the ideal opportunity to throw out the old accusation of Custer having abandoned Elliott and yet Benteen failed to do it, instead being reduced to explaining “why he had to do so…”

FROM LETTERS TO THEODORE GOLDIN FROM BENTEEN, FEBRUARY 1896

Feb. 17, ‘96

Dear Colonel Goldin:

On return of the regiment from Washita—El Llano Estacado campaign of 1868—69, and on arrival at our sub-depot of supplies on the Washita River, Custer found in the Missouri Democrat a letter criticising his management of the battle of the Washita

I was about frozen when I dismounted, so not caring to hunt up Moylan, the adjutant, thinking it his business to put the battln. in camp, I rushed into the first tent I came to warm myself. In a moment or so, Tom Custer and Lieut. Cooke came in, Tom with a newspaper in his hand, showing it to me, saying, “Isn’t it awful!” I looked at it, reading down a line or so, and said, “Why, Tom, I wrote that myself” and so I had.

The letter in Mo. Democrat written by me to Wm. J. DeGresse from Fort Cobb, I.T., was about the first report received there after the Washita affair…

I suppose DeGresse came across a lively newspaper report and the letter then got to the public, i.e., only the portion affecting the Washita fight - I wasn’t ashamed of it; didn’t care a d--m for Custer and owned straight up that I was the miscreant who had given it to the world, though I hadn’t the remotest idea it would be published - the glimmer of some truth about Indian fighting. [It goes on to say that Custer got even with him by leaving him in command of Fort Dodge, a post Benteen did not want]

Feb. 22, ‘96

Dear Colonel Goldin:…At Fort Cobb, mo. Ter. in winter of ‘68-69, officers call was sounded one night from Regt. Hdqtrs. I sauntered up, the other officers being mostly there when I arrived.

The officers were squatted around the inside of Custer’s Sibley tent, (minus a wall), and Custer was walking around the center of tent with a rawhide riding whip in his hand. when all were assembled, he went on with a rambling story, stammering the while, that it had been reported to him that some one - or parties - had been belittling the fight at the Washita, &c. &c., and that if he heard any more of it, or it came to his ears who had done so, he would cowhide them, switching his rawhide the while.

Being right at the door of tent, I stepped out, drew my revolver, turned the cylinder to see that ‘twas in good working order, returned it lightly to holster, and went within. At a pause in the talk I said, “Gen. Custer, while I cannot father all of the blame you have asserted, still, I guess I am the man you are after, and I am ready for the whipping promised.” He stammered and said, “Col. Benteen, I’ll see you again, sir!”

Doubtless you can imagine what would have happened had the rawhide whirred! The “call” broke up, sine die, in silence, but no tears from whipping! I then went to Randolph Keim, reporter from N.Y. Tribune (the only man I had spoken to about the matter at all) and told him I wanted him to go with me at once to Custer’s tent, taking his notes with him of all I had told him, as a whipping was due somebody, and I didn’t want a word I’d said omitted.

Keim went with me, and though I’d told him enough, Custer wilted like a whipped cur.

He evidently knew who to whip…!

Here we have two letters, written less than a week apart, giving two versions of what was supposedly a single episode. First we have Benteen telling Tom Custer and William Cooke that he wrote the letter, and then we have Armstrong Custer holding a meeting to find out who wrote the letter (as if his brother and Cooke would not have gone directly to him). We have Benteen telling Tom and Bill, then we have Benteen stating that the only man he ever spoke to about the matter was Randolph Keim. First we have Custer getting even by depositing Benteen at a post he didn’t want then we have a threatened whipping and a gunslinger response. And does anyone really believe that the reporter would fail to write such a thrilling story of such powerful human drama??

There certainly was a Washita letter and there is probably no doubt but that Benteen was responsible for it, although I do not believe that he actually wrote it. That there was some sort of confrontation resulting from the publishing of the letter is again almost a dead certainty, but that it did not take the form described by Benteen in his last letter quoted above is almost as certain. To my mind, it is absolutely certain. If that is the case, then why has the story persisted for so long? Simply because it is a good story, with dramatic images springing immediately to mind - much the same as many of the other myths surrounding the fights on the Little Horn.

[CN] 5.2

[CT] WALTER MASON CAMP: A LETTER TO EDWARD S. GODFREY, NOVEMBER 6 1920, REGARDING THE MARKERS ON THE CUSTER BATTLEFIELD

Walter Camp was one of the first serious researchers on the subject of the Indian Wars and particularly on the Little Horn fights. In 1908, Camp had realized that there were way too many markers on that battlefield and had begun investigating the matter. He had received little support from the then Superintendent, had sought out the officers who had originally placed the markers and had written to Godfrey in 1916 about the problem, all of which is made clear in the letter to Godfrey reproduced below, which is copied from the original in Godfrey’s papers (I think at Carlysle Barracks, but I did not note the source when I transcribed it. This was a common failing of mine during my early research, which I was doing for my own edification). This letter and my own observations were the genesis of my own research into the matter of the markers - the results of which are given in Discussion 5. I have edited nothing, but have added a couple of clarifying notes. 

11-6-20

My Dear Gen. Godfrey:

You will remember that I called your attention, 4 years ago, to the mistake that had been made in marking Custer ridge on the Little Bighorn battlefield. In 1908, I discovered that there were 254 government markers there, whereas the number of bodies found there on June 27, 1876, was 207 (or 206?). I think I was, perhaps, the first person to discover this mistake, for the Custodian there then told me I did not know what I was talking about when I acquainted him with the facts [not all the bodies were found within the fenced boundary of the battlefield].

I at once suspected that markers sent for Reno’s killed had been planted on Custer Ridge, and this opinion I was able to confirm a year or two later when I met the officer of the 25th Infantry who set the markers in 1894 [actually 1890]. He was a Lieutenant Burkhardt. I saw him at Fort Leavenworth 8 or 10 years ago. A captain of the 25th Inf. (whose name I cannot recall without my note) [it was Owen Sweet] had charge, but Burkhardt, who was his lieutenant, did the work. He admitted to me, that, being unable to locate the places where Reno’s men had fallen (Lieut. Roe, of 2nd Cavalry having gathered up all the remains in 1881), he set all of the markers on Custer Ridge. Historically, this was, of course, a bad piece of business. Burkhardt, I think, is still in the service. In 1910, four more markers were placed by custodian Oscar Wright (for Porter, Lord, Sturgis and Harrington), so that there are now 258 markers there, or 51 too many. There are 17 or 18 too many markers in the group at the monument, too many in the group around Keogh’s marker, too many between the monument and the river, and none in the big gully where about 28 ought to be [this is debatable]. I discovered these dead in the gully with Capt. McDougal in 1909, and he was clear that there were only 9 dead between the end of the ridge and the gully (not counting the group that lay around the body of Gen. Custer) - only 9 dead between the end of the ridge and the gully, and 28 in the gully. As the markers now stand, there are more than 50 where there should be only 9, on that side hill, and not enough at or in the gully.

The marker for Lieut. Hodgson (placed in 1910) down at Reno Hill is in the wrong place - about 2000 feet from where it ought to be. There is no marker for Sergt. Butler of L Co., none for Vincent Charlie of D Co., and none where Mitch Bouyer’s body was found, which lay near the river north of the Cheyenne village - that is, on the opposite side of the river from the Cheyenne village [actually it was more likely on the South Skirmish Line]. I have authentic information of the location of Bouyer’s body from an officer of the 2nd Cavalry and from the son of Lame Deer, who was fighting with the Sioux. These two independent sources of information are so clear and plausible that I have accepted them as correct. Bouyer’s body was never buried and neither was Vincent Charlie The latter fell on Weir’s retreat from his most advanced point toward Gen. Custer, and Gen. Edgerly gave me the location of the body. I have been on the battlefield with four enlisted men who helped bury the dead, and all my sources of information are equally authentic. Col. Mathey gave me important information which could be used to correct some of the mistakes that were made in the planting of these markers in 1894 [1890]. I will not go into further details here.

Your interest and influence would go further toward having something done to correct these mistakes than would the intervention of any other man, and I wish the War Dept. would send you out there with authority to straighten out the mistakes. The number of markers on the Custer ridge should by all means be made to correspond with the number of dead found there, which is a matter of official record. The names on the monument, which include those for the dead of Reno’s command, are a further check on the number of markers that should be on Custer Ridge. The presence of the Fetterman markers are a further incongruity - the intermingling of markers for soldiers killed on battlefields more than 100 miles apart.

I would suggest that of the surplus markers on Custer ridge, some 27 (if that is the correct number) might be removed and placed in a group or circle on Reno hill, and 29 more might be placed in a circle around the McIntosh marker, if land could not be set aside on which to string them out on the line of Reno’s retreat out of the bottom [this seems to be a fair enough solution].

I may not be doing right by proposing to work you like this in your old age, but unless something is done before many years, it will likely never be done, and people will come to lose confidence in the accuracy of the marking of that historical spot. If I were to write up an account of that battle today, I would be bound, for sake of historical accuracy, to call attention to these mistakes. If my service were desired, I would be willing to give all the data I have bearing on the matter, and I think that if you and I were up there, with a wagon, a span of mules and two or three men to help us, we would do a heap in a few days. However, I am not craving the job if someone else will do the thing.

Yours sincerely, W. M. Camp

[CN] 5.3

[CT] ORGANIZATION CHART OF A CAVALRY REGIMENT, INDICATING THE AUTHORIZED STRENGTH OF THE HEADQUARTERS AND COMBAT COMPANIES AS AT JUNE 25, 1876

 Colonel

 Lieutenant Colonel
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Twelve combat companies, each consisting of:

[image: image]

Thus the full authorized strength of a combat company was three officers, eleven noncoms and sixty other ranks - a total of 74 men. The full strength of a cavalry regiment was 12 companies plus the headquarters group, making for a total complement of forty-four commissioned officers, one hundred and thirty-seven non-commissioned officers, seven hundred and twenty other ranks and one additional veterinary surgeon (who was often a contracted civilian).

Medical personnel were assigned to the regiment as indicated by the circumstances. Larger military posts usually had a hospital staffed by officers and men of the Medical Department. Except where the regiment provided temporarily-seconded enlisted men to assist, the medical staff was independent of the regiment and not carried on its rolls. Surgeons might be commissioned officers or contracted civilians. The authorized number of enlisted Hospital Stewards was only 297 for the entire army, so it was quite common for company men, usually privates, to be temporarily assigned to this duty.

Regiments also customarily assigned a sergeant to the “unofficial” no-longer-authorized position of Commissary Sergeant. This assignment necessarily dictated a loss of one sergeant to a combat company, as indeed did the temporary assignments of other enlisted personnel to headquarters staff. All of the clerks and orderlies were a direct drain on combat strength.

Source: The Army Register, January 1875.

[CN] 5.4

[CT] CUSTER, CLYMER, BELKNAPP AND REPERCUSSIONS

THE CORRESPONDENCE, TESTIMONY, NEWSPAPER ARTICLES AND TELEGRAMS RELATING TO CUSTER’S APPEARANCE BEFORE THE CLYMER COMMITTEE INVESTIGATING SECRETARY OF WAR BELKNAP, THE REMOVAL OF CUSTER FROM COMMAND OF THE EXPEDITION AGAINST THE HOSTILE SIOUX AND HIS RESTORATION TO COMMAND OF THE SEVENTH CAVALRY REGIMENT ON THE EXPEDITION, MARCH TO MAY 1876

Every reader, even the most casual, of Custer literature must be aware of the traditional theory that Custer was looking for a big victory to restore his reputation, which had been tarnished, or even destroyed by the events surrounding his removal from, and restoration to, a responsible command position on the expedition of 1876. This alleged thirst for restored glory caused him it is reported and widely believed, to risk his own life and the lives of his friends and troops in a reckless, mad approach and attack on 25 June 1876. The result was the destruction of his immediate command and huge casualties to the remainder of the regiment. That’s what was, and is, said.

To fully understand the matter, one must go back to the basics of what actually transpired in the early spring of 1876 and I have attempted to do just that in the narrative. In this appendix, are the complete and real records of what happened - at least so far as the documents will allow.

I have arranged the letters and telegrams by date order and have tried to keep my editing to a minimum. Nothing of any importance to the discussion has been omitted. My personal commentary will follow the series of correspondences. I begin with Custer first notifying General Terry that he has been ordered to give testimony before the Clymer Committee. Custer’s name was obtained by Clymer from a list of army officers and other potential witnesses supplied by Colonel William B. Hazen.

Custer, at Fort Lincoln, to Terry, at St. Paul, 15 March 1876:

I am just in receipt of a summons from the Sergeant-at-Arms of the House directing me to appear forthwith. I will telegraph and endeavor to avoid going. Should I be forced to go must I obtain an order from Department Headquarters, or what course must I pursue?

Terry to Custer, 15 March 1876:

…You need no order beyond the summons of the Committee. I am sorry to have you go for I fear it will delay our movements…if your testimony is not to the facts, and will only point out the witnesses from whom the committee can get the facts, your information might be communicated by letter or by telegraph, and…you might ask to be relieved from personal attendance without exposing yourself to any misconstruction. However, you must use your own judgment.

In regards to the other matter, I don’t think that you need a court of inquiry. Your statement to me vindicated you in my eyes: a repetition to General Sheridan would doubtless vindicate you in his. A court could not be convened until after the summer campaign is over. Your services are indispensable, and no thought of a transfer can be entertained.

Custer to Clymer, in Washington, 16 March 1876.

While I hold myself in readiness to obey the summons of your committee, I telegraph to state that I am engaged upon an important expedition, intended to operate against the hostile Indians, and I expect to take the field early in April. My presence here is deemed very necessary. In view of this, would it not be satisfactory for you to forward such questions as may be necessary, allowing me to return my replies by mail.

Custer to Terry, 16 March 1876:

Acting on your suggestion I have sent a long telegram to chairman of committee requesting to be allowed to testify here and forward by mail.

Custer to Terry, 16 March 1876 (later):

After further consideration fearing my request to be relieved from obeying summons might be misconstrued into a desire to avoid testifying I have concluded to prefer no request to that effect.

Custer’s testimony before the Clymer Committee, 29 March 1876 et sub:

The testimony included is quoted verbatim, but has been edited by the author, in the interests of brevity only. The use of the designation “Clymer” to indicate the questioner does not mean that Clymer actually posed the questions merely that they were posed by the Committee. The testimony is not given in the order in which it was taken.

Clymer: Have you ever had any conversation with Orvil Grant, or his partner, Bonnafon, with regard to their interest in military and trading posts?

Custer: Yes, sir. I have had several conversations with Mr. Bonnafon and with Mr. Grant.

Clymer: Be kind enough to state what they were in the habit of telling you about it.

Custer: The first time I met them I was traveling from Saint Paul to my post…and Mr. Bonnafon and Mr. Grant were on the same train…and…they explained to me that they were then on a visit to certain Indian trading-posts, in which they were interested. They mentioned the posts, four or five in number. I don’t know that I can state them accurately; but Fort Belknap, Fort Peck, Fort Berthold, and Standing Rock I think were the four posts they named, and Mr. Grant asked me if I would furnish him an ambulance to make the trip. Mr. Bonnafon explained that they were about to take possession of these posts … and he asked me if I could recommend some young man who was familiar with Indian habits, whom they could employ, and I did recommend one. Mr. Bonnafon gave me to understand that he was equally interested with Orvil Grant in these four places that they named. I think at that time there were other persons occupying the tradership, and they were going up to effect the transfer. I have mentioned Fort Berthold as probably one of those posts; but when Mr. Grant got back to Bismarck he found there was some difficulty about his retaining or controlling the posts himself. At any rate, he telegraphed to Mr. Delano that one Captain Raymond must be appointed trader at Fort Berthold. Mr. Delano telegraphed back at once that the appointment would be made, and Raymond showed the telegram to several persons in Bismarck, and claimed that he paid Grant $1,000 for getting the appointment for him.

Clymer: You say Mr. Grant was going to make a trip up to those posts, and asked you for transportation. Did you give it to him?

Custer: I did.

Clymer: Why?

Custer: I told him I would not give it to him as a trader; but that to any member of the President’s family…of courtesy…I would render any facility I could.

Clymer: Do you know anything about the extension of the Great Sioux reservation…that was done by the proclamation of the President in January…and in April? What was the effect of that proclamation upon the value of the traderships?

Custer: It greatly enhanced their value by making them a more perfect monopoly; by removing all opposition and rivalry.

Clymer: Did it dispossess any people who had acquired title to lands there?

Custer: I cannot say that it dispossessed people who had acquired title, because I am not sufficiently familiar with the legality of their title; but I know that it dispossessed people who claimed that they had a title, and who, no doubt but for this, would eventually have acquired title. That is my understanding.

Clymer: Please state in general terms what you believe to have been the effect of this law of June, 1870, giving the appointment of post-trader to the Secretary of War. What has been its effect upon the condition of the officers and men and on the morale of the troops and the Army?

Custer: Well, I don’t believe it has affected the morale of the troops or the officers…the effect has been to greatly embarrass them and add to the inconveniences of frontier life, which, even under the most favorable circumstances are very great, as the troops and officers are required to pay what would be considered in the States exorbitant prices for everything…this law placing the appointment in the hands of the Secretary of War, and then being used in the manner that he has used it, by putting these appointments at the disposal of a certain ring, and taxing the profits in this way…all of which had to come out of the pockets of the soldiers and officers, has…greatly increased the inconveniences and expense of living on the frontier.

Clymer: The old system was to have a sutler or sutlers appointed by a council of administration?

Custer: Yes, sir. The three senior officers at the post, except the commanding officer, constituted a council of administration. They nominated a man for the position of sutler, and that nomination was approved by the commanding officer of the post and then by the department commander; and that constituted the appointment, and in that way it would be impossible for operations like these to be carried on.

Clymer: And then, if a man selected was exorbitant in his charges, they had a right to give license to another, so as to bring him to reason?

Custer: Yes, sir.

Clymer: Under the present law, they have no such control over the trader?

Custer: No, sir. Not only that; but if known to purchase elsewhere…we have been called to account. I have known the post-trader at Fort Lincoln to go out and stop an officer’s wagon…and inspect the wagon to see what was in it, and threaten to use his influence with the Secretary of War because we traded with a town five miles distant, where we got things about half his prices.

Clymer: Were these facts ever reported by you in any way to the Secretary of War?

Custer: No, sir, they were not, because I was just as suspicious of the Secretary as I was of the sutler.

Clymer: Had you any doubt that the sutler would have had influence to have himself sustained in his exactions?

Custer: No, sir, I had no doubt. You asked me if I ever reported these things to the Secretary of War. I did report about this officer I mentioned. I considered that a test case, and I saw then that the Secretary of War was going to stand by the sutlers.

Clymer: And he did stand by them?

Custer: He stood by them as long as he could.

Clymer: Where does this Mr. Seip come from?

Custer: He claims to have come from Baltimore.

Clymer: Had you ever known him before he was appointed there?

Custer: No, sir, and I do not want to know him again.

Clymer: Is he there now?

Custer: He will be here tomorrow or next day, and he will tell you the whole story.

Clymer: He said that he divided with Hedrick and Rice?

Custer: Yes, sir, and he said that after dividing the profits, $15,000 a year, he never had more than $2,500 or $3,000 left, and he was getting tired of it.

Clymer: The allegation is that that order extending the great Sioux reservation was made by the President…out of care for the welfare of the Indians there…I wish you to state whether, in your judgment, that order accomplished that design.

Custer: No, sir. I don’t believe that the Indians got one drink less by the extension of the reservation.

Clymer: Do you believe that that was the real object of issuing the order?

Custer: Well, I would rather not answer that question.

Clymer: The effect of it was, however, in addition to improving the morals of the Indians, to improve the profits of the traders, was it not?

Custer: I think the profits of the traders left the morals of the Indians a long way behind. That was the general impression along the river, that the order was for the benefit of the traders.

Clymer: Do you know of any persons having been sent off any of the reservations, who tried to deal there, so as to prevent any interference with the exclusive privileges of Orvil Grant and Bonnafon?

Custer: There was a case farther up the river, in which I think a man named Tom Thum was removed on those grounds, and I think the Reservation was enlarged at a point up the river for the same purpose.

Clymer: What reservation is that?

Custer: It is the reservation on which Fort Peck is situated.

Clymer: That was extended to prevent opposition?

Custer: That is my impression…and the current story there…that Thum was about to be removed and his privileges as a trader entirely taken away, and he obtained some affidavits showing that there were some frauds in the Indian Department in which the Leighton Brothers and Orvil Grant were mixed up, and he showed them the affidavits, and they allowed him to continue his trade.

Clymer: What were the alleged frauds?

Custer: It was something…with furnishing a certain amount of corn…at one of the agencies…and get a receipt, and then it would be carried along and delivered at another place. I had a case of it at my post. There were about eight thousand bushels of corn delivered…and I…notified the trader that I would not receive them. They were marked “Indian Department”…

Clymer: Explain how that fraud was attempted.

Custer: Well…suppose that a contractor…should have a contract to furnish forage at an Indian post several hundred miles up the river. He puts the forage in sacks. It is…inspected at a certain point down the river by Indian Inspectors…and…marked with the Indian brand. Now if the contractor can make an arrangement with the Indian agency where he is going to deliver it to certify that the amount has been delivered, he can take the corn and go where he pleases with it. This man happened to bring the corn to my post …it was reported to the department headquarters and the matter was carried to Washington, and an order came back from the Secretary of War or War Department that the forage in those sacks must be received.

Clymer: Although you were satisfied that it belonged to the Indian Department and had been sold to them?

Custer: Well, I was satisfied that it was a very suspicious circumstance…and it opened the way for frauds. To show you how the Indian traders and Army traders are all mixed up, the contractor for this corn…got Mr. Seip, the post-trader to act as his agent to receive it. Seip stood by to see that it was weighed. They had some difficulty and one of the clerks from my post went to Saint Louis to look over the papers and he saw the bill sent by Mr. Seip to this Indian contractor, and found an item of $50 paid the sergeant who weighed or hauled the corn. Now, the government pays the sergeant, and the only inference we could draw was that the sergeant was paid for making false weights. We had it all weighed over again, and every sack that had been under the sergeant’s supervision fell short twelve to fifteen pounds.

Clymer: You refused to receive this corn because it was paid for as Indian supplies?

Custer: It, in my opinion, would not have been marked as such unless it had been paid for. I never knew of such a case.

Clymer: Then you reported these facts to the War Department?

Custer: No, sir. I reported to General Terry. He reported to General Sheridan; General Sheridan reported to General Sherman; and then the matter, in regular order, was sent to the Secretary of War, and there came back an order, through the regular channels, to receive it.

Clymer: You got that order and then you did pay for the corn?

Custer: Yes, sir…

Clymer: Have you any doubt that the corn was paid for twice by the government?

Custer: I believe that it was paid for twice; but I cannot prove it any better than I have told you, because when they gave me the order to receive it, I considered that I was relieved from all responsibility in the matter.

Clymer: Do you know of any person, other than Hedrick, who is involved in that? (reference is to interest with Leighton at Fort Buford)

Custer: No, sir; but I always regarded the Secretary of War as a silent partner in all these transactions.

Clymer:… (When the Secretary visited Fort Lincoln in 1875, for two hours) with whom did he stay?

Custer: Well, sir, he did not stay with anybody…I knew of his coming and gave him such attention as his official position required. A salute was fired; but my knowledge of his transactions, and my opinion of them, was such that I did not meet him at the edge of the reservation, as was customary. I stayed at my door, and waited till he came, and transacted what business I had to transact with him, and he went away.

Clymer: Had the Secretary of War been a man of purity of character and integrity of purpose, could these frauds have continued…?

Custer: They could not possibly have been carried on to anything like the extent they were without his connivance and approval, and when you ask me how the morale and character of the army is affected, I, although belonging to the army, think that it is one of the highest commendations that could be made of the service to say that it has not been demoralized when the head has shown himself to be so unworthy.

Clymer: (Asks why no army officers had stepped forward to report to Congress the abuses and frauds at their posts).

Custer: (Quoting from the Secretary of War’s order of 15 March 1875) “…no officer… shall directly or indirectly…solicit, suggest, or recommend action by members of Congress for or against military affairs. All petitions to Congress…will be forwarded through the General of the Army and the Secretary of War for their action and transmittal. An officer visiting the seat of Government during a Congressional session will, upon his arrival, register his name at the Adjutant General’s Office as now required and, in addition, address a letter to the Adjutant General of the Army reciting the purpose of, and the time that will be embraced by his visit, and the authority under which he is absent from his command or station. The purpose or object recited will be the strict guide of the officer during his stay.”…this…sealed the mouths and tied the hands of the officers of the Army about as effectually as could be done…(prior to this) an officer…could write his member of Congress as freely as any other citizen.

Custer, in Washington, to his wife, at Lincoln, 1 April 1876:

…went before the Committee on Wednesday…am also summoned before Banning’s Committee on Military Affairs, and next week am to testify concerning Merrill.

He - Merrill - will be put on the stand to tell all he knows about how the South Carolina Legislature passed a Bill by which he drew $20,000 from the State Treasury. He went to Sherman and tried to have the order set aside, but Sherman said “Merrill, in your ascending scale you chose to ignore me. Now in your descending scale I do not propose to interfere.” This Sherman told me himself when I breakfasted with him yesterday…

I called on the President but he was abed with a cold. I left my card.

Genl. Sherman and I called on Mr Alphonso Taft, the Secretary of War. He received me with great cordiality. Genl. Sherman complimented me to him highly. He (Mr Taft) promptly returned my call. Genl. Banning told me later that both Genl. Sherman and Mr Taft had spoken of me in highest terms.

Custer to his wife, 8 April 1876:

I cannot let my little girl’s birthday pass without a word from her dear Bo. I have only telegraphed you once on account of the cost…I cannot use the Government rates.

Merrill seeks to gain sympathy by intimating that I am persecuting him. I have neither suggested nor instigated any steps against him. The order relieving him of his Centennial duties may be revoked. All the carpetbaggers are seeking to induce the President to do this.

One of the Majors of the now-broken-up Army Ring has been ordered to California. E is relieved as O.M. in San Francisco on a charge of defalcation - $60,000 - found by forcing his desk.

I am ordered to return via Detroit, to visit the House of Correction, in order to examine the Bismarck convicts and take testimony in the matter. The order came from the Atty-General’s office to the War Department…

From the Army and Navy Journal 8 April 1876:

A special despatch to the New York World, dated Washington, March 30, says, “General Custer was the hero of a severe caning affair, in which E.W. Rice, a claim agent here, was the worsted party. Rice has long been an intimate friend of General Belknap’s and is believed by a good many to have been the medium through whom a large part of the post-tradership money passed from the buyers to General Belknap. General Custer’s testimony tended to prove this, the General testifying among other things, that he had been told that in a certain instance a post-tradership was secured through the payment of $5,000 to Rice. He replied by a newspaper card, in which he said that if General Custer did say that any money was ever paid to him (Rice) for a post-tradership he was a liar. Tonight Custer met Rice on G Street and gave him a very severe caning.”

Custer to his wife, 10 April 1876:

…I have been instrumental in getting four companies up from the South. They are ordered to proceed at once to Fort Lincoln. Col. Ledyard Brown also is instructed to report for duty with the expedition.

When some papers from Fort Lincoln arrive I do not expect to be detained more than forty-eight hours…Though Mr Clymer of the Belknap Investigating Committee says I may be wanted. Still I think this improbable…

Custer to his wife, 15 April 1876:

…Many would rejoice at a summer in the east…But not I.

Tell Bloody Knife I have not forgotten my promise and am bringing him a silver medal with his name engraved on it.

One reason I desire to leave is that I am called on to do more than I desire. The men in the Army Ring who of late had influence now are glad to hide their heads. I care not to abuse what influence I have.

The Cincinnati “Enquirer” and St. Louis “Republican” and other papers of that stamp commend me in the highest degree. The two radical papers, controlled by the Belknap, Babcock, Shepard clique, vie with one another in abusing me. I do not let this disturb me.

The Belknap clique leave no stone unturned to injure me. Mr. Gobright, Agent for the Associated Press, said they had given him a lot of defamatory stuff about me that he had refused to use.

I paid General Belknap every official courtesy on his tour of inspection, of course. It was Tom, not I, who drove him through the precincts.

Tony Forsyth has come out with a letter in favor of Belknap in which he manages to introduce your name. Though intended to contradict, in reality it confirms my testimony.

Yesterday they tried to prove by Seif that I had drawn drafts on James Gordon Bennett (of the N Y Herald) for several hundred dollars, but I turned the tables on them. I sent for Ralph Meeker and got Mr Clymer to put him on the stand. And he testified that the drafts were drawn for his benefit (by me at Mr Bennett’s request) and that I had never received a dollar from them.

I know you are anxious, but I believe I have done nothing rashly. And all straightforward men commend my course…

I have been accused of testifying against Reynolds. I have not said a word against him.

Crook’s expedition is generally regarded as a failure…

Extract from a letter to Belknap from Major James W. (Tony) Forsyth of Sheridan’s staff, dated at Chicago 15 April 1876:

…In fact, you were, in my opinion, treated by General George A. Custer during your visit at his post last summer with all the politeness, courtesy, and distinguished consideration that he was capable of, or could think of…

Custer to his wife, 17 April 1876:

To-day I appear before the Military Committee, to-morrow the Board of Managers of the Belknap Impeachment trial, and hope to conclude my errand here. I have urged both Committees to release me. The Belknap Impeachment Committee have not yet decided whether they want me further, but I feel confident they will not, for, as I have informed them, nearly all my evidence is hearsay.

The Radical papers continue to serve me up regularly…

From the New York Herald, 18 April 1876:

…Ex-Secretary Belknap and his friends are collecting material to make out a case against Gen. Custer with a view to having him tried by court martial before Gen. Terry…collecting the testimony given by Gen. Custer…It is charged that Custer swore falsely and it is on this ground that an attempt is being made to court martial him…

Custer, in Washington, to Terry, 20 April 1876:

…en route for St. Paul, stopping at Detroit under orders…

Custer, in New York, to Terry, 24 April 1876:

…Intended leaving here to day for St. Paul but have been this moment summoned by Sergeant-at-Arms of Senate to appear at impeachment trial on Thursday. I will leave Washington at earliest moment practicable…

Custer to Terry, 24 April 1876 (later):

When I left Washington it was with the understanding…that I would probably not be required on impeachment trial, but that I should return to Lincoln, and if necessary would be summoned by telegraph. This was after I had made repeated requests to be discharged and to be permitted to return to my post. The summons was a complete surprise to me…I have strongly represented to the managers the necessity for my presence with my command…My absence from my command is wholly against my desire.

Custer to Terry, 24 April 1876 (still later):

The Secretary of War will address a communication to impeachment managers to-day representing the importance of the duties at Lincoln in connection with the expedition and requesting that I be permitted to return at the earliest practicable date.

Custer, in New York, to his wife, 25 April 1876:

…I cannot express my amazement, disappointment. I am stopped, ordered to return to Washington. I had obtained my formal discharge…I had had several interviews with the Managers of the Belknap Board, representing the urgency of my duties at Fort Lincoln, and had finally received a reluctant consent to my departure.

Yesterday, a Deputy Sergeant-at-Arms of the Senate brought me a summons to appear…on Wednesday next, as witness in the Impeachment of the Ex-Secretary of War.

I at once telegraphed General Terry who expressed regret…I intend to ask General Sherman to take up the matter with the Board…and represent to them the urgency of my returning to my command…

Custer, in Washington, to his wife, 28 April 1876:

…Arrived yesterday. Reported to the Board…Proceedings most interesting.

There is a strong probability - I hope well-founded - that the Senate will decide, Genl. Belknap having resigned, the case lies outside its jurisdiction.

I saw Genl. Sherman to-day at the War Depmt, also had an interview with the Sec’y of War who will write the Impeachment Board, requesting my release to return to my duties.

Do not be anxious. I seek to follow a moderate and prudent course, avoiding prominence. Nevertheless, everything I do, however simple and unimportant, is noticed and commented on. This only makes me more careful.

Sheridan to Terry, 28 April 1876:

The General of the Army telegraphs me that instructions have been received through the Secretary of War coming from the President to send some one other than Custer in charge of the expedition from Fort Lincoln. I wish to consult you as to whom you wish to go in command so as to submit the name to the General of the Army for detail.

Terry to Sheridan, 28 April 1876:

The officers available at present in the Department are Crittenden 17th and Sykes 20th. Crittenden is senior to Sykes and has intimated a desire for such duty. Reno would like the command but his rank seems to be insufficient, so long as colonels are available. Hazen of the 6th writes me from New York that he expects to return soon to his post, and that he desires useful service, should there be an opportunity for him, but that he is summoned to Washington by investigating committee. He is senior to both Crittenden and Sykes but I suppose that he is not immediately available. I propose Crittenden.

Sheridan to Terry, 29 April 1876:

After a careful consideration of the situation I think the best way to meet it, and that promising the most satisfaction and the greatest success would be for you to go yourself. The names you suggest are very good but I believe the command would be better satisfied in having the Department Commander in charge.

Terry to Sheridan, 29 April 1876:

Your dispatch received. I will go myself.

Custer to his wife, 29 April 1876:

…I hope before this reaches you to telegraph “I’m a-comin’!”

I hear often by telegraph from General Terry. I believe a mutual good-feeling subsists between us. He is anxious for me to return…

Custer to Terry, 29 April 1876:

Confidential. I telegraphed you yesterday that Secretary Taft would address a communication to impeachment managers looking to my early return to my command. The suggestion was made to Secretary through General Sherman. The Secretary stated to General Sherman he would write the letter after Cabinet meeting, but at the latter he mentioned his intention to the President who directed him not to write the impeachment managers requesting my discharge, but to substitute some other officer to command expedition. I saw Sherman’s dispatch and the reply to Sheridan. I at once sought an interview with the managers of impeachment and obtained from them authority to leave. Would have started this evening but General Sherman suggested that I delay until Monday in order to see the President.

Custer to Terry, 29 April 1876 (later):

…I leave Monday for Fort Lincoln for duty with my command, authority to do so having been granted to-day.

Custer to President Grant, in Washington, 1 May 1876:

To-day for the third time I have sought an interview with the President - not to solicit a favor, except to be granted a brief hearing - but to remove from his mind certain unjust impressions concerning myself, which I have reason to believe are entertained against me. I desire this opportunity simply as a matter of justice, and I regret that the President has declined to give me an opportunity to submit to him a brief statement, which justice to him, as well as to me, demanded.

R.B. Marcy, Inspector-General, to Custer, 1 May 1876:

Understanding that the general of the army desires you to proceed directly to your station, the service which I recommended you to perform in Detroit, Michigan, can be executed by another officer. And in the absence of the general you have my consent to omit stopping at Detroit for the purpose specified in the Adjutant-General’s letter to you.

Custer to Terry, 1 May 1876:

At my request order directing me to return via Detroit revoked. I expect to reach St. Paul Friday.

Sherman, in Washington, to Sheridan, in Chicago, 2 May 1876:

I am this moment advised that General Custer started last night for Saint Paul and Fort Abraham Lincoln. He was not justified in leaving without seeing the President or myself. Please intercept him at Chicago or Saint Paul, and order him to halt and await further orders. Meanwhile, let the Expedition from Fort Lincoln proceed without him.

R.C. Drum to Terry, 3 May 1876:

The Lieutenant General directs me to transmit to you the following telegram from the General of the Army for your information and action: (Here follows the message, with minor changes, shown in the foregoing entry).

Should Lieutenant Colonel Custer not be intercepted here [Chicago] you will take such steps as will secure his detention at St. Paul until further orders are received from higher authority.

R.C. Drum, Assistant Adjutant-General, in Chicago, to Custer, in Chicago, 4 May 1876:

Agreeable to instructions contained in the enclosed copy of a telegraphic dispatch from the general of the army, of the 2d instant, the Lieutenant-General commanding the division directs you to remain in Chicago until the receipt of further orders from superior authority, to be furnished you through these headquarters.

Custer to Sherman, 4 May 1876:

I have seen your despatch to General Sheridan directing me to await orders here, and am at a loss to understand that portion referring to my departure from Washington without seeing you or the President, as I called at the White House at ten o’clock A.M. Monday, sent my card to the President, and, with the exception of a few minutes absence at the War Department, I remained at the White House waiting an audience with the President until three P.M., when he sent me word that he would not see me. I called at your office about two P.M., but was informed by Colonel McCook you had not returned from New York, but were expected in the evening. I called at your hotel at four P.M. and about six P.M., but was informed by the clerk that you had not returned from New York. I then requested Colonel McCook to inform you of the substance of the above dispatch, and also that I was to leave at seven that evening to report to my command.

I also reported the fact of my proposed departure to the Adjutant-General and to the Inspector-General of the army, and obtained from them written and verbal authority to proceed to my command without visiting Detroit, as previously ordered to do. At my last interview with you, I informed you that I would leave Washington Monday night to join my command, and you, in conversation replied that “that was the best thing I could do.” Besides, you frequently, during my stay in Washington, called my attention to the necessity for my leaving as soon as possible. I telegraph you direct, with the permission of the Lieutenant-General.

Custer to Sherman, 4 May 1876 (later):

I desire to further call your attention to your statement to me, in your office, that I should go in command of my regiment.

Also to your reply when I inquired if the President or other parties had any charges to make against me. In leaving Washington, I had every reason to believe I was acting in strict accordance with your suggestions and wishes. I ask you as General of the army to do me justice in this matter.

Custer to Sherman, 4 May 1876 (still later):

After you read my despatch of to-day, I would be glad if my detention could be authorized at Fort Lincoln, where my family is, instead of at this point.

Custer to Terry, 4 May 1876:

I have just forwarded the following dispatch and a second one asking that after the first has been considered I be authorized to proceed to Fort Lincoln. I was in the St. Paul train when General Sheridan’s staff officer informed me that the General desired to see me. (The lengthy message of the same date to Sherman follows).

From the New York World, 4 May 1876:

…When the news came to General Sherman and Secretary Taft, both went to the President and protested that it would not do. General Sherman went further and said that Custer was not only the best man, but the only man fit to lead the expedition now fitting out against the Indians. To all their entreaties, Grant turned a deaf ear, and said if they could not find a man to lead the expedition, he would find one: that this man Custer had come on here both as a witness and as a prosecutor in the Belknap matter to besmirch his Administration, and he proposed to put a stop to it.

By advice of General Sherman and Secretary Taft, General Custer went to the White House to call on the President, although he said he did not believe it would be of any use, for he had done nothing but his duty, nothing that he had any apologies to make for doing and nothing he would not do again under the same circumstances.

He had come on here in obedience to law. Nevertheless, in deference to their judgment, he went to the White house and sat in the waiting room unsent for until the President’s calling hour was over, although he repeatedly sent in his card. Finally he wrote a letter to the President and left it, in which he stated that he had called for the purpose of disabusing the President’s mind, if he had heard any statements that he (Custer) had said or done anything against the President personally.

It is understood that the President will publicly assign as his reason for relieving Custer that he is here and will not go back to t his command in time to take charge of the expedition now getting ready to start against the Indians; but it is also understood that General Custer will be back in time, for the managers have relieved him from their subpoena and General Grant will have to make some other excuse to the people…

Sherman’s press release in response to the New York Herald’s article of 4 May 1876:

I say most emphatically that General Custer, though relieved as a witness by the Committee, was not justified in leaving Washington under the circumstances of the case and that the enclosed newspaper paragraph gives a wrong statement of the whole case.

I surely never protested to the President or to anybody, nor did I ever intimate that General Custer “was not only the best man but the only man fit to lead the expedition, etc.” I believe the Army possesses hundreds who are competent for such an expedition and I know that General Terry, who is perfectly qualified for the highest military duty, had already been chosen to conduct the same expedition.

I will show this letter and its enclosures to the Secretary of War, and most respectfully report that General Custer is now subject to any measure of discipline which the President may require. Whether he is responsible or not for the enclosed newspaper paragraph I have not the means of knowing and I surely cannot believe that he could so report the case.

Sherman to Sheridan, 5 May 1876:

Have received your dispatch of to-day, announcing General Custer’s arrival. Have just come from the President, who orders that General Custer be allowed to rejoin his post, to remain there on duty, but not to accompany the expedition supposed to be on the point of starting against the hostile Indians, under General Terry.

Sherman to Custer, 5 May 1876:

Before receipt of yours, had sent orders to General Sheridan to permit you to go to Abe Lincoln on duty, but the President adheres to his conclusion that you are not to go on the expedition.

Custer to Terry, 5 May 1876:

Telegram just received from Sherman states orders have been sent to Sheridan to order me to proceed to Lincoln on duty. I leave in the morning for St. Paul.

Custer to Terry, 5 May 1876 (later):

When will you start from Lincoln. I am hoping to obtain an early decision in my case from Washington. Sheridan has no information further than that contained in Sherman’s two dispatches to him both of which you have seen.

Custer to Terry, 5 May 1876 (still later):

I will reach St. Paul to-morrow morning. No decided change since my last dispatch. Will be better understood after interview than by telegraphing details.

Custer to Terry, 5 May 1876 (later yet):

I still hope that after seeing you the present restrictions may be removed.

R.C. Drum to Terry, 5 May 1876:

The Lieutenant General directs me to transmit for your information and guidance the following telegram from the General of the Army: (Here is reproduced Sherman’s telegram to Sheridan of the same date)…

From the New York Herald, 6 May 1876:

…no formal charges are preferred against Custer, and he is disgraced simply because he did not “crook the pregnant hinges of the knee” to this modern Caesar…

Terry to Sheridan, 6 May 1876:

At Lieutenant Colonel Custer’s request I telegraph that he arrived here, and reported for duty this morning.

Custer, in Saint Paul, to Clymer, 6 May 1876:

General Terry, commanding the Department of Dakota, informs me that the report I forwarded from Fort Lincoln, regarding certain corn delivered at that post, for the use of the army, in Indian sacks, was received at his headquarters in the city, and after due investigation was acted upon finally by his authority; and it was he and not the late Secretary of War, who sent the order to Fort Lincoln, directing that the corn in question should be received. The receipt of the order was reported to me, and at the same time I derived the impression that the order emanated from the War Department. As I would not knowingly do injustice to any individual, I ask that this telegram may be appended to, and made part of my testimony before your committee.

Custer to Grant, with an endorsement from Terry and another from Sheridan, 6 May 1876:

I have seen your order, transmitted through the general of the army, directing that I be not permitted to accompany the expedition about to move against hostile Indians. As my entire regiment forms a part of the proposed expedition, and as I am the senior officer of the regiment on duty in this Department, I respectfully but most earnestly request that while not allowed to go in command of the expedition, I may be permitted to serve with my regiment in the field.

I appeal to you as a soldier to spare me the humiliation of seeing my regiment march to meet the enemy and I not to share its dangers.

(Endorsed by Terry)

In forwarding the above, I wish to say expressly, that I have no desire whatever to question the orders of the President, or of my military superiors. Whether Lieut. Col. Custer shall be permitted to accompany my column or not, I shall go in command of it.

I do not know the reasons upon which the orders already given rest; but if those reasons do not forbid it, Lieut. Col. Custer’s services would be very valuable with his regiment.

(Endorsed by Sheridan)

The following dispatch from General Terry is respectfully forwarded. I am sorry Lieutenant Colonel Custer did not manifest as much interest in staying at his post to organize and get ready his regiment and the expedition as he now does to accompany it. On a previous occasion in eighteen sixty-eight I asked executive clemency for Colonel Custer to enable him to accompany his regiment against the Indians, and I sincerely hope that if granted this time it may have sufficient effect to prevent him from again attempting to throw discredit on his profession and his brother officers.

From the Chicago Inter-Ocean, 8 May 1876:

…The reasons why Custer was sent back to his post were: (1) because he has been absent from it nearly two months without leave, having come here voluntarily to testify before Clymer’s Committee regarding alleged misdemeanors of brother officers, when the Secretary of War and General Sherman think whatever charges Custer has against brother officers should be presented to a military court rather than a Congressional committee; (2) because charges already had been, or soon will be, made against him for falsehood in statements in his testimony regarding the visit of Belknap to Fort Lincoln, which General Forsyth of Sheridan’s staff has positively denied, and for conduct unbecoming an officer; (3) because the impeachment managers informed General Sherman they would probably have no need of Custer as a witness; and (4) because nearly all the officers in the northwest have gone on expedition and Custer is needed at his post…

From the Chicago Times, 8 May 1876:

…the facts in the case present the President…in one of the most humiliating and disreputable of the many humiliating and disreputable plights he has been put in this winter…

From Sherman to Terry, 8 May 1876:

General Sheridan’s enclosing yours of yesterday touching General Custer’s urgent request to go under your command with his regiment has been submitted to the President, who sent me word that if you want General Custer along he withdraws his objections. Advise Custer to be prudent, not to take along any newspaper men, who always make mischief, and to abstain from personalities in the future…

The documents in the matter make everything perfectly clear to anyone who approaches the material and the subject with an open mind.

Contrary to some versions, even to the beliefs of some of Custer’s friends at the time, Custer neither sought nor volunteered to be a witness at the Clymer Committee’s hearings into the possible impeachment of Secretary of War Belknap. It may well be that Custer had some personal spite for Belknap, although the only evidence of this is rather ephemeral, especially in view of Custer’s reputation for not holding grudges, but the fact of the matter is that Clymer got Custer’s name from a list of potential witnesses supplied by Colonel William B. Hazen. Custer was then subpoenaed by Clymer, but was reluctant to leave his command yet thought twice and responded to the summons.

Even after going to Washington, Custer tried to get out of testifying, stating that his evidence was mostly hearsay anyway and that he really should be back at Fort Lincoln preparing for the expedition.

The reference to a court of inquiry by Custer, and Terry’s response that he didn’t see the necessity for one, had to do with a complaint from a regimental officer that he was being abused by Custer. Custer had attempted, in February 1876, to have an officer transferred from command of one of his companies on the basis of that officer’s not being qualified for command on the expedition. The request was turned down, by Sheridan and the officer complained of the injury done him. Custer wanted everything brought out, as he felt he had done nothing wrong, but, to the contrary, had acted only in the best interests of the service.

In any event, nothing came of this matter and Custer went off to Washington, testifying reluctantly before the Clymer Committee. His reluctance was only to being compelled to stay in Washington, not to the fact of testifying, which he understood was a legal obligation - and which he would have done by mail anyway. At this juncture, it would be in order to note that Secretary Belknap had already resigned and that most observers, including Custer, felt that there would be no impeachment proceedings. This undoubtedly added to Custer’s impatience, of which he always had a goodly supply, particularly at what he saw as unnecessary delays.

Custer testified before Clymer’s board on 29 March and again on 4 April 1876, and was also called as a witness before the Banning Committee on military affairs on 18 April. This appearance was in respect of Major Lewis Merrill, of the 7th, having procured a large reward from the State of South Carolina in relation to acts which Custer believed were matters of duty, and allegedly demanding a bribe from a fellow officer. Custer had previously referred the question to the Colonel of the 7th, who had declined to press the matter and Custer’s testimony was only to this. He stated that he was satisfied with the Colonel’s decision, his (Custer’s) duty having been done and he not being in a position to know the truth or the merits of the case. Merrill however, wrote some rather nasty letters to various people castigating Custer.

Custer’s testimony before the Clymer Committee had done nothing to endear him to Belknap’s allies, or to the President and there was an obvious attempt to discredit him, since it was well known that he would be called by Banning and by the managers of any impeachment board convened by the Senate. Custer was accused of speaking against Reynolds and he mentions this in a letter to his wife. Reynolds was the commander of the March fight on the Powder River which ended in controversy and led to a couple of resignations.

As seen in the correspondence, Tony Forsyth took exception with Custer’s testimony regarding the reception afforded Belknap during his visit to Fort Abraham Lincoln the previous year and this refutation was being used to charge Custer with perjury. The idea that any charges of this sort would ever stick was simply ridiculous, but no stone was being left unturned and no opportunity was being missed to blacken Custer’s name and reputation.

Finally, Custer had fulfilled all of his obligations and had started back for Lincoln, when he received a personal visit, in New York, from a deputy Sergeant-at-Arms of the Senate bearing a subpoena to testify before the managers of the board set up to inquire into the possibility of impeachment proceedings. Since virtually all of Custer’s evidence would be hearsay - according to Custer himself - and since the managers were almost certain to determine that the Senate lacked jurisdiction to impeach the Ex-Secretary because he was already ex, Custer couldn’t understand why he was being recalled. From this vantage point in time, it seems likely that the subpoena was part of a scheme to keep Custer away from his command as long as possible, perhaps until sufficient “evidence” could be found, or maybe manufactured, to justify a court martial.

Custer desperately wanted out of Washington. Maybe he could see what was coming; maybe he just wanted to get back to his command before the powers that were could do something about his position with the expedition. It is perfectly clear that at this point, both General Sherman and Secretary Taft shared Custer’s concerns and wanted to get him back to Lincoln. So did General Terry, who was asking after him almost daily. But something changed drastically between the morning and the afternoon of 28 April.

In the morning, Secretary Taft had been urged by Sherman to intercede with the board of managers on Custer’s behalf. In the afternoon, Custer was removed as commander of the expedition. The reason is clear. Taft went to a cabinet meeting in the morning and mentioned the matter to President Grant, who specifically instructed him to not write to the managers, but rather to have someone other than Custer go in command of the expedition. Yet some historians would have us believe that the President had nothing to do with anything.

While Custer was waiting for word of his release, the men upon whom he was relying were hurriedly replacing him as commander of the expedition (see Sherman-Sheridan-Terry). Terry, of course, raised no objections, for he knew who buttered his toast, so he accepted Sheridan’s veiled instruction to take the command himself, although he had never commanded a similar expedition and knew absolutely nothing about fighting Indians. This was certainly his right - in fact everybody was operating within their rights, it just wasn’t open and aboveboard. It was positively amazing how quickly the generals jumped when the President involved himself.

Custer got what he thought, and which at this distance looks like, clearance to return to his command, with even the Detroit mission being removed so that he could make speed. He made his duty calls on Grant, where he was ignored, and upon Sherman, who was out of town but who had previously told Custer that leaving on Monday was the best thing he could do. And then he left.

He was arrested at Chicago, although no charges were made against him then or ever, on the basis that he had left Washington without seeing the President or Sherman. There is no question that this action was the result of a direct order from President Grant, for the simple reason that Sherman couldn’t have cared less about a duty call from Custer and he knew that Custer had made it anyway. Subsequent events also make it clear that Sherman didn’t issue the order on his own hook, for when he wanted to have it altered he had to refer to Grant for authorization.

The reaction of everyone involved makes it ludicrous to suggest that leaving Washington without making duty calls was anything other than a smokescreen for the real reasons for detaining Custer. The real reason was President Grant, but what his motivation was will never be known and can only be conjectured. Maybe he wanted to discredit Custer; maybe he wanted to put Custer in a position where he had to crawl and beg and publicly abase himself to get back to his post. But it was Grant, not Sherman, who was behind the order.

Custer asked for justice and Grant relented enough to let him go to his post on duty, but forbade him to accompany the expedition. The wording of the telegram leaves no question about who was calling the shots: “Have just come from the President…” Custer telegraphed Terry that he was on his way, hoped to have the prohibition lifted and thought that Terry would understand the situation after an interview.

When Custer arrived in Saint Paul, he reported to Terry and laid out the entire story before him. Terry knew that Custer had not sought to be a witness, nor had he sought to extend his stay in Washington - but quite the contrary. Terry realized that Custer had been unfairly treated and when Custer sought his intercession, literally begging Terry to help him get back command of his regiment on the expedition, Terry could not refuse. Whether or not Custer had tears in his eyes and got down on his knees to beg Terry are questions that cannot be easily resolved and are not really that important anyway, but it is my opinion that it would not have been out of character for Custer to do both.

Custer wrote a passionate plea to Grant, cautiously endorsed by Terry and rather critically endorsed by Sheridan. Grant reacted like the soldier that he was, perhaps feeling that Custer had suffered enough, or perhaps feeling that he (Grant) was losing more than he was gaining in the public mind. According to Hughes, Terry’s aide and brother-in-law, Terry actually composed the message from Custer, who wrote it out as dictated to him. This allegation has been picked up by subsequent writers and repeated until it has been widely accepted. A dispassionate analysis of the writings of the two men will indicate that it was, in fact, Custer who composed and wrote his own message. 

Even while endorsing and granting Custer’s plea, Sheridan and Sherman could not help but perpetuate the myth that Custer had done something wrong and to get in a few digs that hopefully someone would notice and remember. Sheridan: “…it may have sufficient effect to prevent him from again attempting to throw discredit on his profession and his brother officers.” Sherman: “Advise Custer to be prudent, not to take along any newspaper men, who always make mischief, and to abstain from personalities in the future…”

Now, the only discredit Custer threw upon his profession was in answering a subpoena and testifying truthfully - and in correcting a mistake when he was advised that he had made one. As to his brother officers, there is nothing in his testimony before either the Clymer or Banning committees that reflects ill on any of them. Actually, the only evidence Custer gave concerning other officers was of a positive nature. The only people he testified against were Belknap, Orvil Grant, Bonnafon et al, and none of these were army officers, although some of them had been. Maybe this testimony was what Sherman meant when he mentioned “indulging in personalities”. If so, it was an injudicious and ridiculous proscription.

It should also be noted that Sherman’s stricture about newspapermen was poorly addressed. It should have gone to Terry, who as the commander of the expedition had the say as to any correspondents coming along. It was Terry, not Custer, who later approved Mark Kellogg as expedition correspondent, but it should be noted that Crook had an army of correspondents accompanying his expedition and nobody said anything about them.

Now comes the principal question. Did Custer do what he did to retrieve a damaged reputation? The answer is a resounding NO!! There was no real damage to Custer’s reputation - the damage was all to Grant’s reputation and it was Grant and Sherman who suffered in the press, not Custer. So he hadn’t lost any public reputation and he knew that nothing he did could square him with Grant also that Sherman would eventually come around because Sherman was essentially a fair man. Terry quite obviously believed that Custer had been wronged and had a high opinion of his capabilities. So there was no reason for Custer to do anything rash to restore his reputation, since it didn’t need restoring. This is not to say that he did not want to make a success of the expedition or have a smashing victory over the Sioux - of course he did, so did Terry and so did every other officer on the campaign. But that common desire did not require any extraordinary efforts, let alone any rashness, for everyone knew that the Hostiles could not stand against a full regiment of cavalry, especially Custer’s.

[CN] 5.5

[CT] GEORGE ARMSTRONG CUSTER’S MILITARY RECORD

Military Rank Progression, indicating effective dates of commissions granted:



	Date:
	Details of Record



	24 Jun 1861:
	Second Lieutenant, Second Regiment of Cavalry, signed by Pres. Abraham Lincoln on 9 Sep 1861.



	05 Jun 1862:
	Captain, and Additional Aide-de-Camp, signed by Lincoln 30 Jul 1862.



	17 Jul 1862:
	First Lieutenant, Fifth Regiment of Cavalry, signed by Lincoln 6 Jun 1863



	29 Jun 1863:
	Brig. General, U. S. Volunteers, signed for Lincoln on 11 Mar 1864.



	03 Jul 1863:
	Brevet Major, for gallant and meritorious services at the Battle of Gettysburg signed by Pres. Andrew Johnson 3 Aug 1866.



	08 May 1864:
	Captain, Fifth Regiment of Cavalry, signed by Johnson 1 Jun 1865



	11 May 1864:
	Brevet Lieutenant Colonel, for gallant and meritorious services at the Battle of Yellow Tavern, signed by Johnson 2 Aug 1866.



	19 Sep 1864:
	Brevet Colonel, for gallant and meritorious services at the Battle of Winchester, signed by Johnson 1 Aug 1866



	19 Oct 1864:
	Brevet Major General, United States Volunteers, for gallant and meritorious services at the Battles of Winchester and Fisher’s Hill, signed by Johnson.



	13 Mar 1865:
	Brevet Major General, for gallant and meritorious services during the campaign ending with the surrender of the insurgent army of Northern Virginia, signed by Johnson 28 Jul 1866.



	15 Apr 1865:
	Major General, United States Volunteers, signed by Johnson 10 Mar 1866



	28 Jul 1866:
	Lt. Colonel, Seventh Regiment of Cavalry, signed by Johnson 5 Mar 1867




Custer’s commission as Brigadier General of Volunteers made him the second-youngest general officer in the history of the United States and while some historians denigrate this accomplishment (S.L.A. Marshall asks who remembers the youngest Second Lieutenant in the Second World War, as if that were a comparable feat), it nevertheless was noted, at the time and subsequently, as something to be proud of - and certainly, it should have been a source of pride. There were a good many “boy generals” in the Civil War, but there can be no argument but that Custer was among the most able of them and any history of the War in the Eastern Theatre must mention him prominently. In fact, it was a common feeling during and after the war that “Custer made Sheridan” and it would not be a hardship to have to argue that viewpoint in formal debate. This likely helped account for Sheridan’s continued faith in and reliance upon Custer.

Custer ended the war with the Regular Army rank of Captain, Brevet Major General, and was a full-fledged Major General of volunteers until mustered out of the Volunteer Service. Custer was never demoted or reduced in rank - he simply reverted to his regular rank when his volunteer service ended. His commission as Lieutenant Colonel of the Seventh Cavalry was, in fact, a two grade promotion and was the result of his passing an examination board which was formed to review all commissions in early 1866. Custer reportedly rejected the rank of colonel in a black regiment to accept the lesser rank in the Seventh. His rank then became Lieutenant Colonel, Brevet Major General. Brevet rank was not, as some would have it, honorary or meaningless. While the officer was not paid in his brevet grade, the brevet entitled him to be addressed in that rank and more importantly, to serve in that capacity when away from his regiment. Brevets could also be used to resolve disputes as to seniority. Custer could, for example, command a brigade or division in his brevet rank.

Military Engagements with the enemy during the Civil War, indicating citations received:



	20 Jul 1861
	First Bull Run cited for bravery above that required by his station or duty.



	12 Mar 1862
	Catlett Station/Cedar Run cited for gallantry and meritorious service



	05 Apr 1862
	Yorktown cited for gallant and distinguished conduct.



	05 May 1862
	Skiff Creek cited for extreme gallantry.



	05 May 1862
	Williamsburg/Fort Magruder cited for extreme gallantry. 



	24 May 1862
	New Bridge cited for gallantry.



	31 May 1862
	Fair Oaks.



	26 Jun 1862
	Mechanichsville/Seven Days Battles.



	01 Jul 1862
	Malvern Hill.



	13 Jul 1862
	Harrison’s Landing. 



	07 Aug 1862
	White Oak Swamp cited for gallantry and distinguished conduct.



	14 Sep 1862
	South Mountain cited for extreme heroism.



	15 Sep 1862
	Boonsboro.



	17 Sep 1862
	Antietam.



	13 Apr 1863
	Stoneman’s Raid.



	04 May 1863
	Chancellorsville.



	09 Jun 1863
	Beverly Ford/Brandy Station cited for conspicuous gallantry.



	16 Jun 1863
	Ashby’s Gap/Aldie cited for extreme valor.



	17 Jun 1863
	Aldie cited for conspicuous gallantry.



	19 Jun 1863
	Middleburg.



	21 Jun 1863
	Upperville cited for gallantry.



	02 Jul 1863
	Gettysburg/Hunterstown cited for gallantry.



	03 Jul 1863
	Gettysburg/Two Taverns cited for gallantry



	04 Jul 1863
	Gettysburg/Cress Ridge cited for gallantry and distinguished conduct.



	04 Jul 1863
	Monterey Gap



	05 Jul 1863
	Smithburg.



	06 Jul 1863
	Hagerstown/Williamsport cited for gallantry and meritorious service.



	08 Jul 1863
	Boonsborough.



	11 Jul 1863
	Hagerstown.



	12 Jul 1863
	Hagerstown.



	13 Jul 1863
	Williamsport.



	14 Jul 1863
	Williamsport cited for gallantry.



	14 Jul 1863
	Falling Waters cited for gallantry and distinguished service.



	17 Jul 1863
	Williamsport.



	20 Jul 1863
	Ashby’s Gap.



	24 Jul 1863
	Battle Mountain.



	24 Aug 1863
	King George C.H.



	13 Sep 1863
	Culpepper C.H. cited for distinguished gallantry.



	15 Sep 1863
	Somerville Ford.



	20 Sep 1863
	Liberty Mills.



	09 Oct 1863
	James City.



	10 Oct 1863
	James City.



	11 Oct 1863
	Brandy Station cited for extreme gallantry.



	12 Oct 1863
	Centerville



	19 Oct 1863
	Gainsville.



	20 Oct 1863
	Buckland Mills. 



	03 Nov 1863
	Stevensburg.



	26 Nov 1863
	Raccoon Ford/Crossing.



	28 Feb 1864
	Madison C.H.



	01 Mar 1864
	Albemarle County cited for meritorious service.



	04 May 1864
	Stony Mountain/Rapidan Crossing.



	06 May 1864
	The Wilderness. 



	07 May 1864
	Todd’s Tavern.



	09 May 1864
	Haxall’s Landing cited for meritorious service.



	10 May 1864
	Beaver Dam Station Cited for gallantry and distinguished service.



	11 May 1864
	Yellow Tavern cited for conspicuous and extreme gallantry and meritorious service.



	12 May 1864
	Mechanicsville/Meadow Bridge cited for personal bravery and exceptional service.



	27 May 1864
	Hanovertown.



	28 May 1864
	Haw’s Shop cited for gallantry and distinguished conduct.



	31 May 1864
	Cold Harbor.



	11 Jun 1864
	Trevillian Station cited for extreme gallantry.



	12 Jun 1864
	Newark.



	12 Aug 1864
	Winchester.



	16 Aug 1864
	Front Royal/Cedar Creek cited for the masterly manner in which he handled his troops.



	18 Aug 1864
	Berryville.



	25 Aug 1864
	Shepardstown.



	28 Aug 1864
	Smithfield.



	15 Sep 1864
	Opequan Creek.



	19 Sep 1864
	Opequan/Winchester cited for gallantry and distinguished service.



	22 Sep 1864
	Fisher’s Hill/Milford



	23 Sep 1864
	Cedarville



	24 Sep 1864
	Luray



	26 Sep 1864
	Front Royal



	07 Oct 1864
	Columbia Furnace



	09 Oct 1864
	Tom’s Brook cited for gallantry and distinguished service; tendered the congratulations of the Secretary of War.



	19 Oct 1864
	Cedar Creek cited for gallantry and meritorious service; given the thanks of the Secretary of War.



	22 Oct 1864
	Cupp’s Mill.



	12 Nov 1864
	Middletown.



	19 Dec 1864
	Newton.



	20 Dec 1864
	Woodstock.



	21 Dec 1864
	Lacey Springs.



	02 Mar 1865
	Waynesboro/Rockfish Gap cited for gallantry and distinguished service.



	03 Mar 1865
	Charlottesville cited for gallant and distinguished conduct.



	31 Mar 1865
	Dinwiddie C.H. cited for gallantry and for distinguished conduct.



	01 Apr 1865
	Five Forks cited for extreme gallantry.



	03 Apr 1865
	Namozine Church cited for gallantry.



	06 Apr 1865
	Sayler’s Creek cited for gallantry and for meritorious service.



	08 Apr 1865
	Appomattox Station cited for gallant and distinguished service.




The above listings were compiled from the official reports and other papers of the participants as contained in The War of the Rebellion: A Compilation of the Official records of the Union and Confederate Armies, with additional information coming from various other sources - official and otherwise [see Bibliography]. They are believed to be complete and correct in every respect, but there is always the possibility that a minor action has been overlooked.

During the years following the fights on the Little Horn, it has become fashionable to sneer at Custer’s Civil War record - in fact it started almost immediately after the fights. For some reason, people seemed to believe that you had to totally destroy a man’s reputation if you wanted to accuse him of something, especially disobedience of orders or simple stupidity. Nobody wanted to accept the fact that a man could be a good soldier and still make a mistake every now and then. Custer partisans are no less guilty than his detractors in adopting this philosophy, if that is what it is, and that is why one finds such diametrically opposed portraits of the man and his career.

In early 1879, Frederick Whittaker, the author of the earliest of the Custer biographies and the chief instigator of the Reno Court of Inquiry, published a letter in the New York Sun lambasting Reno and Benteen. Benteen, as was his wont, enlisted the aid of one of his friends, Robert Newton Price of Philadelphia, to respond to the letter. This was a favorite ploy of Benteen, who far from being a forthright adversary, almost always chose to have someone else do his dirty work for him, while he stayed safely out of harm’s way. In a letter to Price [see Appendix 2.21], Benteen asks: “Can’t you go for that Heathen Chinee? Rasp up your bolt of sarcasm…and give him a shake up for me…” Price responded ably and his letter appeared in the Philadelphia Times on 13 March 1879. In it, he criticizes virtually every facet of Custer’s career - while sneaking in a few laudatory comments about Benteen - and writes off his Civil War record in this manner:

“…it is only necessary to suggest at this writing that most of the lauded victories, as reported by his staff of newspaper correspondents, were the results of battles in which some larger force than his own was obliged to go to his rescue. His foolhardiness got him and his commands into dire extremities and it took all of “Custer’s luck,” with the assistance of others’ brains and bravery, to retrieve his disasters, and this rule was general.”

It is not necessary to whitewash Custer’s record. He made a couple of mistakes - most notably at Buckland Mills and Trevillian Station - but the record speaks for itself. Custer rose to the rank of Major General, commanded the most famous and most accomplished Cavalry Division in the Union Armies, was instrumental in forcing Lee into a hopeless position and deserved every accolade he received.

He fought in almost 100 battles and skirmishes including several major engagements and at least one of history’s greatest cavalry battles, led more than 70 cavalry charges and set a record for “firsts” that may never have been matched. He earned a fistful of brevets and at least three dozen citations for bravery or distinguished service. He was, without doubt, the outstanding cavalry general of the Northern armies - arguably of both. He saved Phil Sheridan’s bacon at Cedar Creek and may very well have saved Meade’s at Gettysburg.

Custer destroyed Jubal Early’s army at Waynesboro, George Pickett’s Corps at Five Forks and Baldy Ewell and Joseph Kershaw at Sayler’s Creek [along with Custis Lee]. He had already knocked Rosser and Lomax out of the war, insofar as effective opposition was concerned and had rendered Fitzhugh Lee a man without a command

Which is not to say that he was faultless or that he was a grand strategist - he was neither. Armstrong Custer was a very good small-unit tactician - and he was superb: the proof is in the record that he made. He was not, as Price, Van de Water, Graham, Dustin and others would have one believe, a blundering fool who never gave a second thought to consequences but blindly followed his own supposed maxim “charge, always charge”. Descriptions of his preparations by other officers who were with him or observed him show him to have been a rather patient and careful soldier at most times, given to what might have appeared to be rashness only rarely. The difference between Custer and a great many other soldiers, including Benteen and possibly Reno, is that he would not hesitate to do what the circumstances indicated, even if it meant going in harm’s way.

The Civil War was filled with generals who made observations that “something ought to be done about that” or “someone should run those people out of there.” Custer was the type who went and did it. Even his boss, Phil Sheridan, was given to imprecise orders such as “I want you to smash ‘em up good” and “drive them out and keep driving them”. Such orders and pronouncements look colorful in hindsight, but they don’t mean much if you haven’t got someone like Custer to do the driving and the smashing. Custer just appeared to have too much fun playing at war to worry too much about the potential consequences to himself and as far as personal courage goes, it is abundantly clear that he was afraid of nothing on God’s green earth - except perhaps failure as a soldier.

He was not, strange to say, overly ambitious, nor was he particularly envious of others’ successes. He might have made a comfortable living outside the Army after the war, the opportunities for someone of his reputation were immense, but he chose to remain - despite reduced income and a lower regular rank. There is really nothing at all mysterious about George Armstrong Custer - he wanted to be the best soldier that he could be and to leave some legacy behind. Everything that he did and every action that he took as a commander in the field suggest this.

He was neither stupid nor omniscient and we don’t have to make him one or the other in order to appreciate the kind of soldier that he was. He made his record honestly, earned his promotions and his citations, and deserved to be called, as he was by one of his victims, “the Murat of the American Army”.

[CN] 5.6

[CT] GEORGE ARMSTRONG CUSTER: THE FINDINGS, SENTENCE AND REMISSION OF SENTENCE, RELATIVE TO THE COURT MARTIAL OF 1867 AND 1868

George A. Custer was court-martialed following the Hancock Expedition of 1867 and his sentence was partially remitted in 1868, in order that he might participate in the winter campaign against the Hostile Indians operating on the southern plains, which campaign culminated in the Battle of the Washita. It is often represented that the charges against Custer were trumped up because somebody had to be punished for the failure of the expedition and it surely was not going to be Hancock. Those representations are probably overly-generous, since it is extremely difficult to see how Custer could not be called to account for the actions specified in the court documents.

It must however, in all fairness be pointed out that the “Additional Charge” was preferred by Captain Robert M. West of the Seventh Cavalry and that its basis was almost surely a personal animosity on West’s part. West was either an alcoholic or a drunk and Custer had not only preferred charges against him [for being drunk on duty] but had allegedly put the kibosh on the sutler portion of a plan for West to retire and become a sutler at one of the frontier posts. West himself was the subject of a court martial in October, 1867. He served under Custer at the Washita, resigned from the service in March, 1869 and died some six months later.

Too much importance should not be placed on the fact of West’s court martial, or even Custer’s, because it was hardly uncommon for officers serving on the frontier in the immediate post-War era to find themselves standing before the bar of justice, military style. Probably the majority faced a court at one time or another, for one reason or another and drinking led to many of the charges.

In any event, the Custer court martial is a matter of public record, and the official record is given below, without further commentary. It is not part of this work to determine whether or not Custer received a just and proper trial or sentence, merely to record the charges and sentence as a matter of interest.

 GENERAL COURT MARTIAL ORDERS NO. 93.

 HEADQUARTERS OF THE ARMY.

 ADJUTANT GENERAL’S OFFICE.

 Washington, November 20, 1867

1. Before a General Court Martial which convened at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, September 16, 1867, pursuant to Special Orders no. 426, Headquarters of the Army, Adjutant General’s Office, Washington, August 27, 1867, and of which Brevet Major General W. HOFFMAN, Colonel, 3d U.S. Infantry, is President, was arraigned and tried - Brevet Major General G.A. Custer, Lieutenant Colonel, 7th U.S. Cavalry.

CHARGE I. - “Absence without leave from his command.” Specification - “in this: that he, Brevet Major General G.A. Custer, Lieutenant Colonel, 7th U.S. Cavalry, did, at or near Fort Wallace, Kansas, on or about the 15th day of July, 1867, absent himself from his command without proper authority, and proceed to Fort Riley, Kansas, a distance of about 275 miles; this at a time when his command was expected to be actively engaged against hostile Indians.”

CHARGE II. - “Conduct to the prejudice of good order and military discipline.” Specification 1st - In this: that he, Brevet Major General G.A. Custer, Lieutenant Colonel 7th U.S. Cavalry, immediately after the troops of his command had completed a long and exhausting march, and when the horses belonging thereto had not been rested, and were in an unfit condition for said service, did select a portion of such command, consisting of three commissioned officers and about seventy-five men with their horses, and did set out upon and execute a rapid march from Fort Wallace, Kansas, to Fort Hays, in the same State; the said march being upon private business, and without proper authority or any urgency or demand of public business; and in so doing did seriously prejudice the public interest by overmarching and damaging the horses belonging to the said detachment of his command.”

Specification 2d – “In this; that he, Brevet Major General G.A. Custer, Lieutenant Colonel, 7th U.S. Cavalry, while executing an unauthorized journey on private business from Fort Wallace, Kansas, to Fort Riley, in the same State, did procure at Fort Hays, in the same state, on or about the 17th July, 1867, two ambulances and eight mules belonging to the United states, and did use such ambulances and mules for the conveyance of himself and part of his escort from said Fort Hays to Fort Harker, in the aforesaid State.”

Specification 3d. - “In this: that he, Brevet Major General G.A. Custer, Lieutenant Colonel, 7th U.S. Cavalry, when near Downer’s Station, in the State of Kansas, on or about the 16th day of July, 1867, after having received information that a party of Indians had attacked a small party detached from his escort near said Station, did fail to take proper measures for the repulse of said Indians, or the defense or relief of said detachment; and, further, after the return of such detached party of his command with report that two of their number had been killed, did neglect to take any measure to pursue such party of Indians, or recover or bury the bodies of those of his command that had been killed as aforesaid.”

ADDITIONAL CHARGE. - “Conduct prejudicial to good order and military discipline.” Specification 1st - “In this: that Brevet Major General George A. Custer, Lieutenant Colonel, 7th U.S. Cavalry, while en route commanding and marching a column of his regiment, six companies, or thereabouts, strong, from the valley of the Platte river to the valley of the Smoky Hill river, did, when ordering a party of three commissioned officers and others of his command in pursuit of supposed deserters who were then in view leaving camp, also order the said party to shoot the supposed deserters down dead, and to bring none in alive. This on ‘Custer’s Cavalry Column trail’ while traveling southward, about fifteen miles south of Platte river, and about fifty miles southwest from Fort Sedgewick, Colorado, on or about the 7th day of July, 1867.” Specification 2d - “In this: that Brevet Major General George A. Custer, Lieutenant Colonel, 7th US. Cavalry, did order the following named and designated soldiers of his regiment, viz.: Bugler Barney Tolliver, Company ‘K;’ Private Charles Johnson, Company ‘K;’ Private Alburger, Company ‘D,’ and other enlisted men of his command, to be shot down as supposed deserters, but without trial; and did thus cause the said men to be severely wounded. This on ‘Custer’s Cavalry Column trail,’ while traveling southward, between fifteen and forty miles south of Platte river, and between fifty and seventy miles southwest from Fort Sedgewick, Colorado, on or about the 7th day of July, 1867.”

Specification 3d - “In this: that Brevet Major General George A. Custer, Lieutenant Colonel, 7th U.S. Cavalry, after the following named soldiers of his regiment, viz: Bugler Barney Tolliver, Company ‘K;’ Private Charles Johnson, Company ‘Ks’ and Private Alburger, Company ‘D,’ had been summarily shot down and severely wounded by the order of him, the said Custer, did order and cause the said soldiers to be placed in a government wagon, and to be hauled eighteen miles, and did then and there neglect and positively and persistently refuse to allow the said soldiers to receive any treatment or attention from the Acting Assistant Surgeon with his command, or any other medical or surgical attendance whatever. This on ‘Custer’s Cavalry Column trail,’ traveling southward, between fifteen and forty miles south of Platte river, and between fifty and seventy miles southwest from Fort Sedgewick, Colorado, on or about the 7th day of July, 1867.”

Specification 4th - “In this: that Brevet Major General George A. Custer, Lieutenant Colonel, 7th U.S. Cavalry, while commanding and marching a column of his regiment, six companies, or thereabouts, strong, did, on or about the 7th day of July, 1867, at a point about fifteen miles south of Platte river, and about fifty miles southwest from Fort Sedgewick, Colorado, order and cause the summary shooting, as a supposed deserter, but without trial, of one Private Charles Johnson, Company K, 7th U.S. Infantry [Cavalry], a soldier of his command, whereby he, the said Johnson, was so severely wounded that he soon after - to wit: on or about the 17th day of July, 1867, at or near Fort Wallace, Kansas - did decease: he, the said Custer, thus causing the death of him, the said Johnson.”

To which charges and specifications, the accused, Brevet Major General G.A. Custer, Lieutenant Colonel, 7th U.S. Cavalry, pleaded “Not Guilty.”

FINDING

The Court, having maturely considered the evidence adduced, find the accused, Brevet Major General G.A. Custer, Lieutenant Colonel, 7th U.S. Cavalry, as follows:

CHARGE I.

Of the Specification, “Guilty of the specification, substituting the words ‘Ft. Harker’ for the words ‘Ft Riley,’ and the figures ‘200’ for the figures ‘275.’”

Of the CHARGE, “Guilty.”

CHARGE II.

Of the 1st Specification, “Guilty.”

Of the 2d Specification, “Guilty of the specification, substituting the words ‘Ft. Harker’ for the words ‘Ft. Riley,’ omitting the words ‘two ambulances and,’ and substituting the word ‘four’ for the word ‘eight,’ and omitting the words ‘ambulances and,’ and attach no criminality thereto.”

Of the 3d Specification, “Guilty.”

Of the CHARGE, “Guilty.”

ADDITIONAL CHARGE

Of the 1st Specification, “Guilty.”

Of the 2d Specification, “Guilty of the specification, omitting the words ‘The following named and designated soldiers of his regiment, viz: Bugler Barney Tolliver, Company ‘K;’ Private Charles Johnson, Company ‘K:’ Private Alburger, Company ‘D,’ and others,’ and substituting the word ‘three’ in place of the words ‘the said.’”

Of the 3d Specification, “The Court finds the facts as stated in the specification, except the words ‘and did then and there neglect and positively and persistently refuse to allow the said soldiers to receive any treatment or attention from the Acting Assistant Surgeon with his command, or any other medical or surgical attendance whatever,’ and attach no criminality thereto.”

Of the 4th Specification, “Guilty.”

Of the ADDITIONAL CHARGE, “Guilty.”

SENTENCE

And the Court does therefore sentence him, Brevet Major General G.A. Custer, Lieutenant Colonel, 7th U.S. Cavalry, “To be suspended from rank and command for one year, and forfeit his pay proper for the same time.”

II. The proceedings and findings of the Court in the foregoing case of Brevet Major General G.A. Custer, Lieutenant Colonel, 7thU.S. Cavalry, are approved, excepting the 1st Specification under Charge 2d, which is defective in not alleging either time or place. The sentence is confirmed and will be executed.

The reviewing officer, in examining the testimony in the case, is convinced that the Court, in awarding so lenient a sentence for the offences of which the accused is found guilty, must have taken into consideration his previous services.

III The General Court Martial of which Brevet Major General W. HOFFMAN, Colonel, 3d U.S. Infantry, is President, is hereby dissolved.

 BY COMMAND OF GENERAL GRANT.

 OFFICIAL:

E.D. Townsend,

 Assistant Adjutant General

 GENERAL COURT MARTIAL ORDERS NO.64.

 HEADQUARTERS OF THE ARMY.

 ADJUTANT GENERAL’S OFFICE.
Washington, September 25, 1868.

I. The following order has been received from the War Department: -

In the case of Brevet Major General G.A. Custer, Lieutenant Colonel, 7th U.S. Cavalry, sentenced by a General Court Martial “To be suspended from rank and command for one year and forfeit his pay proper for the same time,” as promulgated in General Court Martial Orders No. 93, November 20, 1867, from the Adjutant General’s Office, the remainder of the sentence is remitted.

II. Brevet Major General CUSTER will report, without delay, to Major General SHERIDAN for duty.

BY COMMAND OF GENERAL GRANT.

OFFICIAL:

E.D. Townsend,

 Assistant Adjutant General.

[CN] 5.7

[CT] GENERAL GODFREY: A LETTER TO E. S. PAXSON

Of all the early art work of the Custer battle that of Edgar S. Paxson’s “Custer’s Last Stand” was certainly the most authentic. The artist did a great deal of research before attempting his rendition and while the final effort is amiss in some details, it certainly conveys the fury of the fighting that may have taken place. One of the men Paxson consulted was E.S. Godfrey, who had been at the battle. The following from ‘After the Custer Battle’, A.J. Partoll (ed.) in ‘Sources of Northwest History No.29, Montana State University: Missoula, n.d. 3.’ is Godfrey’s reply to the artist that helped lead to the final painting.

San Carlos, Arizona

January 16, 1896

Mr. E. S. Paxson

Butte, Montana

Dear Sir:

Yours of Sept. 4th, (1895) was forwarded to me and would have been answered long ago but for our recent move and the fact that I have not had my property unpacked, so that I could have access to my notes, etc. It gives me pleasure to attend to your requests.

When you refer to my article, I suppose you refer to the one published in Century, January, 1892, and later quoted by President C E. (Benjamin) Andrews (of Brown University), in Scribners Monthly, I think, June 1895.

I have consulted some of my comrades, of whom a few are left in the regiment that took part in the engagement, as to the details asked for.

I would suggest that you correspond with Major H.J. Nowlan, 7th Cavalry, Fort Sheridan, Ills. for further details, especially as to the lay of the bodies, for he gave that matter particular attention and made a sketch showing the locations at the time of burial, and the following year superintended the removal of the remains.

Your questions are answered in the order made:

1st: Gen. (George A.) Custer rode “Vic” into the fight; Vic was a sorrel, with four white feet and legs and a blaze in the face; he was not found on the field. I have heard that he has been identified in the possession of some Indians in the hostile camp after they went into the British possessions.

2nd: General Custer carried a Remington Sporting rifle, octagonal barrel: two bulldog self-cocking, English, white-handled pistols, with a ring in the butt for a lanyard: a hunting knife, in a beaded fringed scabbard: and a canvas cartridge belt. He wore a whitish gray hat, with a broad brim and rather low crown, very similar to the cowboy hat: buck Skin suit, with a fringed welt in outer seams of trousers and arms of blouse: the blouse with double breasted military buttons, lapels general open, turn down collar and fringe on bottom of shirt.

3rd: Captain Tom Custer was dressed about the same as the General. He was found near the top of the hill, North and a few yards from the General, lying on his face; his features were so pressed out of shape as to be almost beyond recognition: as number of arrows had been shot in his back, several in his head, one I remember, without the shaft, the head bent so that it could hardly be withdrawn; his skull was crushed and nearly all the hair scalped, except a very little on the nape of the neck.

The General was not mutilated at all: he laid on his back, his upper arms on the ground, the hands folded or so placed as to cross the body above the stomach; his position was natural and one that we had seen hundreds of times while he cat naps during halts on the march. One hit was in the front of the left temple, and one in the left breast at or near the heart.

Boston (Custer), the youngest brother, was dressed similar to the other brothers, his body was found about two hundred yards from Custer hill, between that and the Little Big Horn, at the foot of the ridge that runs up from the river as it were, forms the lower boundary of the battlefield. The body was stript except his white cotton socks and they had the name cut off.

4th: (Capt. George W.) Yates, (Lt. Col. W.W.) Cooke, (Bvt. Lieut. A.E.) Smith, and (2nd Lieut. Wm. Van W. Reily), Reilley lay on Custer Hill in the vicinity of the General but nearer the top of the hill. The General’s body was slightly down the, slope, toward the river. (1st Lieut. James) Calhoun was in the vicinity of the hill, but further removed from the others as if be had been killed while going toward Custer, from the position of his troop on the left. (2nd Lieut. John Jordan) Crittendon was on the hill on the extreme left of the line (when facing the river). (Captain Myles W.) Keogh was in a depression just north or below Crittendon Hill and on the slope of the ridge that forms the defensive line furthest from the river; the body was stript, except the socks, and these had name cut off: in life he wore a Catholic medal suspended from his neck: it was not removed.

All the officers wore the dark blue shirt with rather wide falling collar, which when the blouse was worn, was over the blouse collar: most of them had cross and 7, like the old cap ornament, worked in white or yellow silk on the points of the collar.

Yates, Cooke, Smith, (1st Lieut. James E.) Porter, and Calhoun, and sometimes Keogh, wore buckskin blouses, but I don’t think any of them wore other than blue trousers; (2nd Lieut. Harry M. Harrington) wore the blue blouse and white canvas trousers, with fringe on the outer seams. The day was very warm and few had any kind of blouse.

In describing the dress, I give it as generally worn, for when the bodies were found, after the fight, they were all stript.

I found Porter’s buckskin blouse in the village, while destroying the property, and from the shot holes in it, he must have had it on and must have been shot form the rear, left side, the bullet coming out of the left breast near the heart. Dr. (George E.) Lord and Lieutenants (James G.) Sturgis and Reilley wore the blue: Dr. Lord wore eyeglasses.

Sergeant Robert Hughes Troop K, who carried the General’s battle flag, was killed near the General on the hill. Nearly all the men wore the blue; but many, perhaps most, of them, had their trousers reenforced with white canvas on the seat and on the legs from the knees half way up. Nearly every one wore the short top boot (that was then uniform) not high like those now worn, although a few officers wore the Wellington boot and had white canvas leggings.

5th:. The command was armed with the Springfield and the Colt revolver. NO ONE CARRIED THE SABER. (Nearly every illustration I have seen of that fight or campaign have had the officers and men armed with the saber. Adam’s painting “Custer’s Last Fight”, last winter presented to the regiment by Mr. Busch, has the men armed with the Winchester and the saber. In a historical painting, I think, if I may be allowed the suggestion that the equipments, etc. should conform to those used at the time of the fight. The bridles were different from the present pattern: the carbine socket was a small sack about 20 inches long in which was carried about, 12 pounds of oats, strapped on the cantel: there was no hood on the stirrup used by the men.

6th: There were no “good Indians” left on the field after the time we saw it: they were all removed: our dead were alone. There were not so many dead ponies found on the field, nor many dead horses, indeed surprisingly few, and most of them were on or near Custer’s Hill. It would seem that they were turned loose that the men might better defend themselves, or were wounded and broke away. The scene on the left (N & E of Crittendon Hill or near the point on the map marked “spring”) where the Indians stampeded the “led horses” of Troops I and L, must have been a wild one: and their loss must have made their hearts very heavy and perhaps caused many a than to give up hope at the very beginning. A representation of that scene in the background would add immensely to the effect from the realistic point of view, whether it might be from an artistic point!

Troops F, I and L had bay horses: Troop C had light sorrels, and Troop E had grays: the trumpeters rode gray: Cooke rode an almost white horse: as a rule the officers rode horses the same color as the troops to which they belonged.

As to “accessories” on the battlefield, there were none. The marble white bodies, the somber brown of the dead horses and the dead ponies scattered all over the field, but thickest on and near Custer Hill, and the scattering tufts of reddish brown grass of the almost ashy white soil depicts a scene of loneliness and desolation that “bows down the heart in sorrow.” I can never forget the sight: The early morning was bright, as we ascended to the top of the highest point whence the whole field came into view, with the sun to our backs. “What are those?” exclaimed several as they looked at what appeared to be white boulders. Nervously I took the field glasses and glanced at the objects: then almost dropped them and laconically said: “The dead!” Col. (B.) Weir who was near sitting on his horse, exclaimed: “Oh how white they look! How white!” No, there were no “accessories”: everything of value was taken away: arms, ammunition, equipment and clothing. Occasionally, there was a body with a bloody undershirt or trousers or socks, but the name was invariably cut out. The naked mutilated bodies, with their bloody fatal wounds, were nearly unrecognizable, and presented a scene of sickening, ghastly horror! There were perhaps, a half dozen spades and shovels, as many axes, a couple of picks, and a few hatchets in the whole command: with these and knives and tin cups we went over the field and gave the bodies, where they ‘lay, a scant covering of mother earth and left them, in that vast wilderness, hundreds of miles from civilization, friends and homes-to the wolves!

Yours Truly, E.S. Godfrey, Captain, 7th Cavalry, Brevet Major U.S. Army

P.S. I leave for Fort Grant, Ariz. next week and about the last of February for Fort Apache, Ariz.





[CN] 5.8

[CT] A GENERAL GODFREY LETTER

In the late 1920s plans were being made for some type of marker atop the Reno-Benteen siege area. Some were suggesting that the proposed marker have the names of the two men on it. General Godfrey was very much opposed to this as can be seen in the following letter. Doubtless his opposition led to the current marker that does not identify either of these two officers whose sloth and indifference were so marked on the day Custer died.

Cookstown, New Jersey

January 18th, 1929

C.H.Asbury, Agent,

Crow Agency, Montana

My Dear Major Asbury,

Your letter of January 2nd has been before me as a matter of great interest. Several times when in Washington I have been tempted to see the interior officials in reference to the appropriation for grounds and marker at the upper battlefield, but thought better to await progress of purchase, etc.

I have always felt that no individual names should be placed on the marker.

1st Because I have always felt that Major Reno utterly failed in his part in the valley attack in the disposition of his command when he fell back in the old stream bed; that he failed to exercise any fire control; that he could and should have held that position.

2nd Having made the decision to retreat, he made no disposition to cover that retreat or to properly inform the command of such decision; that he in person led a panic, straggling retreat, thereby sacrificing many lives and the morale of his command. The shock from the killing of Bloody Knife at his side or near him seems to have bereft him of the sense of official responsibility and to impel him to seek safety in flight.

3rd After the command had taken the position, when we were besieged he seemed resigned to inactivity except when urged by Captain Benteen. After all firing had ceased the night of the June 25th, he planned to abandon the position, destroying property that could not be transported, mount all men who could ride and retreat to the supply camp at the mouth of Powder River. When asked what he proposed to do with the wounded who could not ride, he said they would have to be abandoned and Benteen then told him he would not do it. This I had from Captain Benteen himself.

I protest the name of Major Reno on the marker and as the titular commander’s name should not be engraved thereon, therefore no individual names of survivors should appear and I suggest the following inscription:

This area was occupied by Companies A, B, D, G, H, K, and M, 7th U.S. Cavalry, and the pack train where they were besieged June 25th & 26th, 1876.

With best wishes for you and yours,

Cordially, E.S. Godfrey

[CN] 5.9

[CT] EDWARD S. LUCE: SOME LETTERS AND A STATEMENT FROM THE SUPERINTENDENT OF CUSTER BATTLEFIELD 1941–56, AS TO SOME INTERESTING DISCOVERIES ON THE FIELD

The discovery of various relics and artifacts on Custer battlefield over the years has given wonderful opportunities of mapping troop and Indian positions and movements, These are opportunities that were denied to the very early students of the battle, as there was usually no record of and hence no systematic cataloguing of finds. Obviously people have been taking away souvenirs, some as ghastly as human skulls, since shortly after the fights, but there was no effort made, nor was it possible in the circumstances, to plot the types and locations of the discoveries.

That has been done however, in the past few dozen years, and though the work and its results can never truly represent all of the finds, still it has been an invaluable aid to serious students. Some of the first recorded discoveries were credited to R.G. Cartwright and Col. E.L. Nye (refer to B4.150, B5.11 & B7.45), after whom the well-known Nye-Cartwright Ridge is named. Their discoveries of hundreds of cartridge cases on this ridge and the spacing of the finds, led to many assumptions regarding action on that ridge as part of the Custer fight.

Edward S. Luce, a retired Captain who had served in the Seventh Cavalry regiment, became Superintendent of the Custer Battlefield in 1941. Given his position and background, it is hardly surprising that Luce was an avid student of the Little Horn fights and indeed he made several valuable contributions to the literature (refer to B4.122/123, B5.31, B7.120, 374, 387 & 456) and was, naturally, a correspondent of many other equally-avid students and historians.

In this section I have reproduced excerpts from three letters from 1943 and a portion of an address Luce made to the Chicago Corral of the Westerners in 1947. All of these bear upon discoveries on the field and are extremely interesting and valuable. Some minor editing has been done and I have added a minimal commentary.

FROM A LETTER TO ROBERT SPURRIER ELLISON 7 SEPTEMBER 1943

…R.G. Cartwright…visited me [a week ago Sunday], and we looked over a piece of ground that he and Col. Nye in 1938 found 102 expended cartridge shells. We found several more. The trail led south across Medicine Tail Coulee.

As you know there is about one to one and a half hours of discrepancy between the time Custer was last seen at Weir point, and the time the Indians blocked him off at Custer Hill [this is not the case, but there were some problems with timings in those days, hence a search for the reasons]. I’m not saying that I have finally found his route or can accurately account for that hour, but I think I have something we can all work on.

What Col. Nye and Cartwright found in 1938 leads from the corner point of the battlefield reservation fence [see 1891 map] as marked on the enclosed folder. Their trail of expended cartridges is about a mile long. That would be three miles or 2 and 3/4 miles to Weir Point. There is a gap in these shells for about half a mile, then my “find” is towards Weir Point on two hills above the north bank of Medicine Tail Coulee. … The distance between the two hills is about 1 mile lateral [the distance is not quite that much. This ridge is now called, aptly enough, Luce Ridge - see map].

I found 48 shells at distances that skirmishers dismounted would take. That would be for four troops [the distance - obviously the number of shells is not many for four companies, but others have been discovered on Luce Ridge]. Then continuing towards Weir Point for about 3/4 of a mile, I find expended cartridges rather close together which give the impression the troops fired from horseback until they reached the two hills on the north bank of Medicine Tail Coulee and dismounted for a stand of possible half to three-quarters of an hour [this may help account for the supposedly-missing “hour or hour and a half” mentioned earlier by Luce, but such a conjecture cannot be justified by the meager evidence cited. Had a stand of any such duration as postulated actually taken place, the expenditure of ammunition would probably have been very much greater].

This ground has been traveled and tramped by sheep grazing in this area for over thirty years. If I can find 48 cartridges after that time doesn’t it seem logical that there are plenty more under the surface of the ground?

I am positive that the firing that the troops [at Reno’s position on the hills] heard was the firing at this point, only three miles from Reno’s and Benteen’s position. DeRudio was in the river bottom and he said he heard loud firing. He could very well hear this firing as the sound would go down the coulee and then it would be only 3/4 of a mile to where he was. He heard firing, then it stopped, and [after] about 3/4 of an hour he heard more firing. That lapse of 3/4 of an hour could be the time between Medicine Tail Coulee and Calhoun Hill [one would have to be moving very, very slowly to take that much time to cover that distance].

This strengthens my contention that had Reno and Benteen left immediately towards Custer, they would have seen him fighting at Medicine Tail [which, if true, would obviously have altered what happened to Custer’s five companies or at least where it happened]…

FROM A LETTER TO E.A. BRININSTOOL 3 OCTOBER 1943

…Two weeks ago I had my boss from Yellowstone Park down here and he was a little skeptical…The best thing in the world happened. He was on the ground only about 15 minutes when he found a brass belt buckle, a tramped down canteen about 50 yards farther, and in another hundred yards, a cavalry spur, and a 7th Cavalry hat ornament [a happy coincidence]…This find is about two miles southeast of the Custer Monument and about 1 3/4 miles north and east of Weir’s Point. You take a look at the U.S. Geological Survey, 1891, edition of 1908, September, and you will see a dotted line saying “Custer’s route over this ground unknown.” I have found evidences leading south from the southeast boundary of the battlefield until we reach Medicine Tail Coulee up toward Weir Point.

Now this is my contention. If you figure the distance from Weir Point to Medicine Tail Coulee, then take the distance from the Indian encampment in the valley across L.B.H. River, it would be about the same traveling distance for both Custer and the Indians to meet at Medicine Tail Coulee…Reno’s troops saw Custer on the bluff, so did the Indians, and the latter seeing Custer moving towards the north and east they started to meet Custer. Custer coming down those hills and ravines couldn’t travel as fast as the Indians could…so it’s my contention that they met approximately at the same time at the coulee, as that is where cartridge shells and other artifacts start [cartridge shells do not indicate firing, just unloading, although there probably was firing from Luce Ridge. The Indians however, did not have to “meet” the troops here. The firing could have been at long range for any number of reasons]. What I have found is about 1/4 to 1/2 mile towards the river from the dotted line on the map…

FROM A LETTER TO COLONEL ELWOOD L. NYE, 11 OCTOBER 1943.

…As I understand it from Cartwright, you and he found the shells on the ridge leading from the southeast or east boundary line fence post up the high land. When he was here a month ago we found some more on that ridge, and then later I found some on a ridge running at right angles to your ridge. This ridge faces southeast and is on the slope of the north side of Medicine Tail Coulee. There is another ridge towards the Little Bighorn River that would be a grand defensive point to fire at Indians approaching or the Coulee from the river. Custer couldn’t help but put troops on that ridge to slow down the Indians’ advance up the Coulee. From this ridge north and east is another small ridge running parallel to your ridge. Let’s call the ridge you found Nye-Cartwright Ridge to keep things straight. It is to the west of the small ridge that the Sergeant Butler marker is on the west base of the slope of the ridge. Here would be another valuable defensive spot. Cartwright asked me when we found some more cartridges on the Nye-Cartwright Ridge if the troops couldn’t have fired from your ridge to the west ridge, about three hundred yards away…yes, but I thought he (Custer) would have sent a troop over to that ridge as the Indians were coming from that direction. Right now, I think he did, and perhaps that might have been “L” Troop [there is no evidence that any firing was done from this ridge], and when the Indians got too heavy the troop started a running fight toward what is now Custer Battlefield, as that would be the logical route for a troop to make a running fight and rear guard action. Also, Butler being near here, and being 1st Sergeant, he would ride in the rear of the troop to keep up the stragglers or helping the wounded [it is generally reported that Butler’s position showed evidence in the form of empty shell cases that he had fought here for some time. That would not fit in with Luce’s theory, for certainly Butler would not have been left behind to go it alone at that stage of the fight]. That “L” pushed up the hill and took a rear guard position along what is now the southwest boundary of the battlefield. Incidentally, a few years ago there was an old carbine found coming up the hill in that location [or going down].

As to finding anything across the Medicine Tail Coulee, (to the south side) I hardly think so [except on Weir Ridge, little in the way of artifacts has been found], as when you figure the traveling time it would take Custer…

I am inclined at the present time to agree with you it might have been a running fight, as where Cartwright and I found the cartridges they were about nine yards apart. That would be the intervals between mounted skirmishers. But, on the ridge at right angles to yours I found them closer, about three to four yards apart which would be the intervals between dismounted skirmishers [Luce makes too much of the spacing of such a small sample]. “My” ridge is ideal for dismounted action with a slight depression behind the skirmishers on the military crest that would be fine for the lead horses…

FROM AN ADDRESS BEFORE THE CHICAGO CORRAL OF THE WESTERNERS MARCH 1947

…It has been the general supposition that Custer did not contact nor engage the Indians until he had reached what is now known as the Custer Battlefield. But the finding of battlefield artifacts on the north bank of Medicine Tail Coulee and also along the ridge leading from this Coulee to the battlefield tends to prove that Custer did contact the hostiles and had a considerable engagement near Medicine Tail Coulee.

Battlefield relics along Medicine Tail Coulee were found about 50 years ago by an old rancher and trader named Joe Blummer. Several Crow Indians had also found evidences, but not much attention was paid to these finds, until about 1928, and more earnestly since 1938.

When I was assigned to duty at Custer battlefield in January, 1941, during my leisure time, many examinations of both battlefields were made, and also of the intervening ground. Since that time, whenever an artifact was found, it was noted on a grid map, properly identified, labeled, and a stake driven in the ground with an identifying number cut on the stake. In this way, we are able to see a pattern of possible dismounted action on the ridge overlooking the north bank of Medicine Tail Coulee, and the ridge leading westward from this location to the battlefield. Along this last ridge the expended cartridge shells are found at greater intervals than those on the ridge overlooking the Coulee, which definitely shows a mounted or running action [or not much firing during a withdrawal or advance].

Those cartridges found on the ridge on the north bank of Medicine Tail Coulee, are grouped close together and show a dismounted holding action. The ground at this spot is a holding position, not a defensive position. It could be held for an hour or so before the Indians could gather in force to compel a retreat to a defensive position [Luce is still trying to account for the missing hour, which is not missing at all]. This could have been the position Custer decided upon while waiting for Benteen to bring up the pack train…

Superintendent Luce may have pushed the envelope a bit in his attempts to account for the “discrepancy in time” that had been noted and some of his logic seems very strained or convoluted, especially to a non-military person. Many of us might wonder at the quibble between a “holding position” that could be held for a couple of hours and a stronger “defensive position” which according to most accounts was held for a considerably shorter time span. Nevertheless, Luce had given what should always be looked for - information. Analysis of that information might not lead one to the same conclusion as Luce - or maybe it would - but I thank him for the raw data and above all for the fact that he realized the value inherent in those spent bullets, fragments of accoutrements and ejected cartridge cases. It was Luce who pioneered the plotting of relic and artifact finds on the battlefield and who established a base from which the evidence of those mute witnesses might be explored.

[CN] 5.10

[CT] FIRST LIEUTENANT EDWARD MAGUIRE, ENGINEER CORPS: TESTIMONY AT THE RENO COURT OF INQUIRY

Lieutenant Edward Maguire’s connection with the fights on the Little Horn was basically the fact that he was responsible for the first mapping of the battlefields, both Reno’s and Custer’s. His testimony at the Reno Court was limited to his observations of the fields and other terrain features and the preparation of “his” map, which became a key piece of evidence. It is interesting to note that there were a few alternate versions of the map; that Maguire did not really supervise the preparation of the map; that the process was begun by Lieutenant Edward J. McClernand of Gibbon’s staff; that several witnesses who followed Maguire did not feel that the map fairly represented the terrain, as they remembered it.

That being said, there is much of interest in Maguire’s testimony, which is reproduced below in its entirety, with a minimum of editing and explanatory notes. After being duly sworn, Maguire testified as follows.

 Questions by the Recorder:

Q) State your name, rank, official designation, and where serving.

A) Edward Maguire, First Lieutenant of Engineers, Chief Engineer Officer, Dept. of Dakota, serving at St. Paul, Minnesota.

Q) What duty were you on, on the 25th and 26th days of June 1876?

A) I accompanied General Terry, as Engineer Officer on his staff, from the mouth of Tullock’s Creek, Montana Territory, to within about 8 miles of General Custer’s battlefield on the Little Big Horn.

Q) To what command was General Terry moving? In what direction?

A) General Gibbon was in command. The column was moving to form a junction with General Custer.

Q) Were you on what was known as General Custer’s battlefield or the battlefield of the Little Big Horn?

A) I was.

Q) When did you arrive there?

A) At about 10 o’clock on the morning of the 27th of June 1876, we arrived at General Reno’s position on the hill [Reno had been brevetted Brigadier General of Volunteers during the Civil War].

Q) State whether you, in your official capacity as Engineer, ever made an examination, measurement, sketch or map of what is known as the battlefield of the Little Big Horn.

A) I had such measurements made by a sergeant who accompanied me.

Q) What do you recognize that to be [showing witness a map]?

A) That is a printed map, the original of which I sent to Washington attached to my report to the Chief Engineer. It was published as an appendix to the Chief Engineer’s Report for 1876 [refer to B8.21].

Q) Do you recognize this as the same thing (showing witness another map)?

A) Yes, sir.

The copy of the map identified by Maguire was then entered into evidence. The map is reproduced elsewhere.

Q) From the measurement, or examination, or survey you made at that time in your official capacity, please state, after refreshing your memory from this map, the topography around that battlefield, its location with reference to the Indian village or where it appeared to have been with reference to the position of troops or the movement of troops on the whole field, and, in connection with that, all the developments which came under your observation in relation to that matter.

A) The general features of the country were, it being the valley of the Little Big Horn River, like all the valleys in that part of the country. There was a river bottom proper, which is timbered and is very narrow from 50 to 300 yards wide. Then comes the first bench which is treeless, an open grassy plain. Then back of that is a rise and prairie beyond [this is from the river to the west].

When we arrived at the Little Big Horn [at] Major Reno’s position on the hill, I instructed the sergeant who had the odometer cart and the instruments to pace off the whole of the bottom land down to the Indian village, taking compass bearings so as to make a plat. That was done. The position which Major Reno occupied when we arrived there was on the bluff across the river on the opposite side. They were, I should say, from 80 to 90 feet high [other estimates vary, but are generally higher]. When I got up there, the troops were not in position and, of course, I did not know what the arrangement was [had been]. I was told how they had been placed and I put it approximately on the map.

Of course this map, except with regard to the relative position of points, is a mere sketch; it is not like a survey made with a transit and chain. The dotted lines on the map are lines I put on to illustrate the report I wrote to the Chief of Engineers. They are what I suppose to be the trail of the troops in marching. The position of the skirmish line was pointed out to me by some officer. I don’t remember who. I was told that was the place they were. That line is drawn across to indicate the general direction of the line and is not intended to show that the whole of the troops were stretched across the bottom. That part from the point marked “B,” the odometer cart was run across. It is a broken country, ravines and hillocks, covered with gravel and sand and very little grass.

Some views were taken with the prismatic compass and intersection lines were taken and the map filled in by eye on the field. The distance between the two points marked “RENO’S COMMAND” and “E” where General Custer’s body was found is correct. The location of the ravine and the general direction of the battlefield are correct. The position of the Indian village or the arrangement of it, I can’t tell. When we arrived the ground was strewn with saddles, camp kettles, and things the Indians had left. I had the tepees put in to indicate a general idea of where the village was in relation to the rest of the topography.

Q) Please state the distance following the dotted line from Major Reno’s position on the hill to the point marked “E’

A) Four and a half miles.

Q) What does the point “B” on the map indicate?

A) That is a ford and it was supposed General Custer went there and attempted to cross, and that line is to indicate the trail of the men and horses.

Q) State whether or not there was a trail indicating that it had been taken by General Custer.

A) The ground was so well beaten that we could find no well defined trail. The ground was covered with tracks.

Q) Were there any evidences of fighting at or near the point “B”? If so, state what evidences and how near the first body was.

A) There were empty shells lying all around and the marks of ponies or horses having been ridden all around - the whole field was covered with tracks. Every now and then we would find an empty shell, and as we advanced up further we found dead bodies in a circle around the crest of a little hill and quite a number of empty shells. There were dead bodies stretched from “D” to “E” and in the ravine “H” there were 28 dead bodies found.

Q) How near to the point “B” was it that you found empty shells and evidences of fighting?

A) Upon a little rise, on the slope, as if persons had lain there to take advantage of whatever protection there was in the formation of the ground. There were government shells and Winchester shells and one peculiar brass shell was found that nobody knew anything about but which was supposed to belong to General Custer’s pistol.

Q) State the distance from Major Reno’s position on the hill to the point “B” following the dotted line.

A) Two and four-tenths miles.

Q) Give the distance between those same points in a straight line.

A) Two and two-tenths miles.

Q) State whether you examined any crossings of the river above Major Reno’s position on the hill.

A) This man [the sergeant] was ordered to make a survey or reconnaissance of the whole of the bottom.

Q) There is a point “A” on the map. What is that?

A) That is intended as the point where Major Reno crossed [initially].

Q) Describe to the Court, with as much particularity as possible, the character of the ground on the left bank of the stream from the point “A” to the point indicated as Major Reno’s skirmish line.

A) It is just the same nature as the others - open bottom land with a fringe of timber around the stream. Passing through the timber you get into open ground all the way down to where they struck the timber again, on the stream where the line is marked.

Q) Describe the character of the timber as indicated on the map to the right and in front of the position indicated as Major Reno’s skirmish line.

A) It was cottonwood timber of all sizes with, near the little depression indicating on the map the separation of the bottom from the first bench, a growth of underbrush, rose bushes and such things.

Q) State, in regard to the density of the timber at that particular point, if you noticed it.

A) To tell the truth it looked so much like other river bottoms, with the timber about the same, that I took no special notice.

Q) What was the width of the timber on Major Reno’s right as indicated by the map?

A) One hundred and fifty yards.

Q) Following that timber down there is a blank space - what is that?

A) That was a place where there seemed to have been a separate Indian camp as if of some chief or medicine man. We supposed it to have been Sitting Bull’s lodge.

Q) Describe if you made any particular examination in regard to it, the timber from there down to where it ran out.

A) Just where the ravine comes in, there is no timber. That is a washout.

Q) State whether the timber was continuous.

A) It was not.

Q) From the right of the line indicated as Major Reno’s skirmish line down to the point “B,” was the timber continuous?

A) Yes, sir, it was.

Q) How far is it, following the timber, from the right of the line indicated as Major Reno’s skirmish line, to a point opposite “B”?

A) One and eight-tenths miles.

Q) State what was the character of the ground, on the right bank of the river, between Major Reno’s position on the hill in a straight line to the point marked “B,” as regards elevation.

A) It is the highest land in the neighborhood.

Q) Do you mean that point was higher than Major Reno’s position on the hill?

A) To the best of my knowledge it was.

Q) You stated that Major Reno’s position on the hill was about 90 feet high. Do you mean above the bed of the stream?

A) Above the bottom.

Q) Then in a straight line from his position on the hill to the point “B” what, from the examination you made, is the elevation?

A) The highest point between these two points, I should think, is in the neighborhood of 150 feet.

Q) Describe the character of the ground.

A) There were bluffs coming close to the river at “B.’ Back of them was a valley running off. Near “B,” the termination of the bluff was almost precipitous.

Q) How far was Major Reno’s position on the hill from the Indian village proper?

A) I can’t tell that because there was no village there when we arrived. The position of the village that I put down was indicated by a lot of old pots and lodgepoles.

Q) State whether there were any stakes left showing where the lodges had been pinned down or any evidences of that kind.

A) There were some old wickiups left down near the timber.

Q) How far was that point where you saw the pots and kettles and general refuse from Major Reno’s position on the hill?

A) They were scattered all over the bottom. The Indians broke up their camp and moved over the hill when they saw us on the night of the 26th. We saw them about two miles off. They must have moved in a hurry and left whatever they did not think valuable. They were scattered all over the plain.

Q) State how near the point “B” the first dead body was found and whether it was an Indian, a soldier, or a citizen.

A) It was a soldier. I think the first one was on what is indicated as the second little hill to the left of the first ravine beyond “B”.

Q) How far is that from point “B”?

A) Six-tenths of a mile.

Q) State whether or not any more dead bodies were found in that immediate vicinity.

A) There were not. That man was alone. [Note that this was the first body found, and not necessarily the first man killed, although many, if not most, chroniclers of the events have assumed it was the first casualty, and have used that “fact” to reconstruct Custer’s movements].

Q) How far from that point was it till you found other dead bodies?

A) I don’t remember now. I simply remember the prominent points where bodies were found.

Q) Please describe, with as much particularity as you can, as to Major Reno’s position on the hill and that of his command. I want to get at the nature of the position on the hill - whether the troops were together or separated.

A) As I said, when I got on the hill the troops were not in position. There were certain signs, for instance, little holes with dirt thrown up, cracker boxes placed around for protection. The troops were along on the ridge. I was told they had been moved. His position was on top of the bluff and the holes were as if one company had one point and another some other one.

Q) What was the length of the position occupied by the troops should you judge?

A) On this map that third line is an error, the one opposite “AND” in the word “COMMAND.” This map was got up in such a hurry that it escaped my attention before I sent it on. I should think a quarter of a mile was the whole length of the troops.

Q) How far was Major Reno’s position on the hill to the Little Big Horn River?

A) One-third of a mile.

Q) How far from his position on the hill to the point at the right of what is marked as “RENO’S SKIRMISH LINE”?

A) One and two-tenths miles.

Q) What is the distance from “C” to the crossing marked “LT. HODGSON KILLED”?

A) Nine-tenths of a mile.

Q) Please state the condition of Major Reno’s command at the time you reached them, whether exhausted or otherwise, and state any facts you may know in regard to the condition of his command, special or general, as they came under your observation.

A) The two officers I saw first were Lieutenants Wallace and Hare. They came riding rapidly towards us but did not appear to be very much excited. On going upon the hill General Terry and the rest of them rode up. There were shouts and there were enlisted men and also officers crying. That is, some had tears rolling down their cheeks, and others showed it in their voices. They were talking rapidly and excitedly about the affair. I stopped back with the younger officers and General Terry rode on to confer with Major Reno and General Gibbon, I think, and I did not see Major Reno till we had been there, I think, over an hour. At that time he was not at all excited. I saw Colonel Benteen and Major French and they appeared to be perfectly calm and quiet.

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel Lyman Gilbert:

Q) You came up on the morning of the 27th?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) What was the condition of the plain on the left side of the Little Big Horn in regard to being occupied or not by Indians?

A) There were no Indians there except some dead ones.

Q) Were any lodges standing?

A) Only two which had some dead in them. There were a few wickiups.

Q) I see on the plain, on the left side of the river, certain figures representing Indian lodges. Is that representation correct as to the location of the Indian encampment?

A) No, sir, it was to give an idea of the camp. It was not there when I arrived, and all the bottom was strewn with material the Indians had left.

Q) How close to the depression opposite the point “C” did evidences of Indian occupation extend?

A) That little space that is marked there is a position where we found evidences of an old camp as if set apart from the main camp for some particular chief.

Q) Were there evidences of any Indian lodges in that belt of woods you have marked there?

A) That I don’t remember - I think not.

Q) Was that space to the left of that depression, between that and the bluff, entirely uncovered by any evidence of Indian lodges?

A) I don’t remember any indications of lodges except pots that were dropped, on the way as I judge.

Q) Can you state positively that the Indian lodges were confined on the left of the river to that belt of timber?

A) No, sir.

Q) Do you know, or not know, whether they did not extend to the left for a considerable distance between that and the bluffs?

A) Yes, sir, because I saw fires and their wickiups.

Q) Between the timber and the bluffs you saw evidences of lodges?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Can you fix the points in the timber where Major Reno was with his command?

A) No, sir, I cannot. I simply put it down from information given me and I cannot say whether it is correct or not.

Q) I wish to ascertain what accuracy you attribute to it.

A) That is the point some officer said the line was thrown out. I don’t remember who it was.

Q) Does “C” correctly mark the extreme point reached by Major Reno and his command?

A) That I don’t know. I put it there from information furnished me.

Q) Do you know the number of men who accompanied Major Reno across the river?

Recorder Lee objected to the question as being irrelevant, since Maguire had not been present. Gilbert then countered that much of the evidence elicited by Lee was also hearsay and that he hadn’t objected, but that he wouldn’t argue the point so he withdrew the question. It seems obvious, in light of future questioning of witnesses, that Gilbert was going to emphasize the size of Reno’s command as a reason for his not staying in the valley.

Q) I find a dotted line from “C” to a line on the bluff marked “RENO’S SKIRMISH LINE:’ What is the length of that line?

A) Eight-tenths of a mile [this is not the true length of the line - see Chapter 5].

Q) How many men, I ask you as a soldier, would it take to cover a skirmish line of that length - approximately is all I expect you to answer?

A) I don’t even know what the intervals are. If you state the distance apart he set his men I can tell [at standard five yard intervals, it would take more than 280 men to man a skirmish line that long].

Q) Does that dotted line certainly indicate the length of Major Reno’s skirmish line?

A) No, sir, I did not intend it to. I did not suppose the line would reach across there with the number of men he had.

Q) Does “C” certainly indicate the extreme point at which the skirmish line commenced?

A) I don’t know. That is from information [I received].

Q) You can’t state from you own knowledge?

A) No, sir.

Q) Does the dotted line indicate the direction of the line?

A) From the information I received, it does.

Q) From whom did you receive that information?

A) From some officer down there in the fight. I can’t say who it was.

Q) “A” indicates the crossing of Major Reno?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did you fix the distance from “A” to “C”?

A) I did not.

Q) Can you give it as indicated on the map?

A) One and six-tenths miles.

Q) Is the map correct in that respect? Was that distance measured so that you can say it is correctly represented?

A) The man had orders to start above Major Reno’s crossing keeping the course of the river and pacing the distance, using the prismatic compass, and taking shots to prominent points to take the intersections.

Q) Would that enable a man to determine the distance between “A” and “C” with reasonable accuracy?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) What is the distance between “C” and the square depression in the timber?

A) One-sixth of a mile.

Q) At what point did you measure the width of that belt of timber?

A) At the point “C” along that dotted line.

Q) Did you have that timber measured at all and were those trees placed according to actual measurement?

A) In running a line of that kind the man who runs it, runs it along the river and runs it outside of the timber; but, of course, he did not locate each tree.

Q) Did he locate the river edge of the timber?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) What is the character of the bank on the left side at the point “C” as to being high or low?

A) I don’t remember.

Q) What relation does it bear to the bank on the other side? Is it higher or lower?

A) I don’t remember. I think it is about the same.

Q) Then the banks of the river on the left side and right at the point “C” are about even in height according to your judgment?

A) I don’t know. I am looking at the map and knowing they are bottom lands, I judge they are about the same height.

Q) Did you see it yourself?

A) No, sir.

Q) You have marks on the right hand of the river, do they represent timber?

A) Yes, sir, trees.

Q) What is the character of that timber?

A) Cottonwood.

Q) Was it the same in density?

A) No, sir.

Q) Was it much sparser?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) You saw that yourself?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Were any dead men found near the point “B”?

A) I think the first dead man was found on the second little plateau.

Q) I see dotted lines on the right side of the river. Do they represent the paths taken in reaching “E”?

A) They represent my idea of the paths taken, on looking at the ground. This map was prepared for my own use to illustrate my report and I never expected it to be used for anything else.

Q) Was there a heavy trail leading to “B”?

A) I was not over it.

Q) Were there heavy trails leading to “D” from “B”?

A) Yes, sir, and from “D” to “E”.

Q) Did that trail commence at “B”?

A) The ground was all cut up by hoofs. My theory was that General Custer went to the ford and was met there and driven back and they separated into two bodies to concentrate on the hill at “E” and I put those lines in as my idea of the route they took [and forever led researchers to follow that theory].

Q) Do you or not know that Captain Benteen was sent over that ground to “B” before you went over it?

A) Yes, sir. I know he was sent over to the hill “E” to see who was there.

Q) Might not those marks have been made by Captain Benteen and his troops?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Might not the marks from “B” have been made in the same way?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) Did you examine between the bluff on the right hand side of the river and the dotted lines you made there to see whether there were evidences of a trail?

A) No, I was not there at all.

Q) Did you pass over the ground yourself that is represented on the map by the dotted lines?

A) Between those two points, no. I was all over the field to the left.

Q) Was there a definite trail leading from “B” to “H”?

A) It was just like the other from “B” to “D” and “E.”

Q) Did you pass over that part yourself?

A) Yes, sir. That is about the same as the other trails.

Q) The trail was such as could have been made by a company of mounted men?

A) Yes, sir, I suppose it could.

Q) How soon after you arrived at Major Reno’ position on the hill before you saw Major Reno himself?

A) It was at least an hour.

Q) How was he then, cool or otherwise?

A) He was cool, in my judgment.

Q) You speak of the position in which you found Major Reno when you came on the hill. Do you know what length of time he had held that position?

A) I understood it was not the first position he had assumed. That they had changed on the night of the 25th or 26th.

Q) What does that circular mark indicate?

A) That the troops were thrown around the crest of the hill as I was told.

Q) The position of the troops at what time?

A) When they first went on the hill.

Q) And ending when?

A) I think they changed positions on the night of the 25th [it was the 26th].

Q) Are you sure they made the change?

A) No, sir. It is merely what I was told.

Q) Your evidence was what you heard people say?

A) Yes, sir, it is hearsay evidence.

 Questions by the Recorder:

Q) State whether or not that map, or sketch, or whatever you call it in the Engineer’s office, was made in your official capacity as Engineer Officer of General Terry.

A) It was made in my official capacity.

Q) State whether in making maps it is required or expected that the Engineer Officer himself shall see all the ground, when he had men with him, or to verify every measurement.

A) No, sir.

Q) State whether you regard this map as showing the relative position of the troops, the village, the stream, and other prominent points as reasonably reliable.

A) I certainly do.

Q) State when the data was gotten from which this map was prepared.

A) On the afternoon of the 27th and a short time on the 28th.

Q) State whether on going over the ground on the right side of the river in the vicinity of where you found General Custer’s body and that of the men, you found at any other point than you have indicated anything showing a trail of a large body of troops.

A) My recollection is these lines were a little more distinct than any other lines on the ground. The whole surface of the ground was covered with marks of ponies and horse hoofs. From “D” to “E” bodies were found lying at intervals and it was my idea that Captain Calhoun had stopped at “D” and the other companies were from “D” to “E” and that they had formed some sort of a skirmish line.

Q) Did you find any bodies at “D”?

A) Yes, sir. Calhoun and Crittenden and some men.

Questions by the Court:

Q) State if the dotted lines all indicate trails.

A) They indicate that. They are my idea that the troops moved in that way. They are lines I put in myself explaining my report.

Q) They do indicate practicable country that troops could have moved over, all of them?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) I would like to know the character of the river as to its being fordable from “A” to the lower part of the Indian village.

A) I think the river could be forded all the way from “A” to where Major Reno crossed it [in retreat]. They were not regular fords, but they could easily have been made so by cutting down the banks.

Q) Then below that, how was it?

A) My impression is above “B” the river was not fordable, that being where the bluffs came close to the stream. It might have been made fordable by cutting down the banks.

Q) I understand you to say at “B” is a bluff. Would not that indicate that the trail between Major Reno’s position and “B” was not practicable in a line?

A) You misunderstand. It was a bluff just on the river and very narrow and sloped down gradually to the rear. There was a large ravine running down there and they could easily get down that dotted line. I think Colonel Benteen went there and Colonel Weir said he went there with his troops.

Q) You mean the steep bluff is only on the river side.

A) Yes, sir, it is a gradual slope back.

 Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) What is the width of the river to the right of the point “C”?

A) About 30 to 40 yards. The river varied along there from 30 to 75 yards wide [Maguire’s estimates are high in this regard].

Q) What was the general depth of these fords?

A) I think about to the stirrups of a horseman, if I remember right.

[CN] 5.11

[CT] A. F. MULFORD’S 1877 VISIT TO THE LITTLE HORN

One of “Custer’s Avengers” – men who enlisted following the Little Horn fights – was Ami F. Mulford, who visited the Custer battlefield in 1877 as part of a detail attached to a group of officers. In 1878 a small pamphlet outlining some of his experiences was privately printed. It was titled “Fighting Indians In the Seventh. U. S. Cavalry” and the following account is a chapter of that pamphlet. Portions of it have been quoted elsewhere in Discussion 5 devoted to the conditions prevalent on the battlefield.

The full chapter is presented here without comment or editing and it makes interesting reading with its description of the battlefield and the valley of the Little Horn, as seen by an enlisted man of the regiment.

About fourteen months after “Custer’s Last Charge,” on the Little Big Horn, while our force was on Tongue River, I was included in a detail ordered on a scout into the Big Horn country, and also to act as escort of a few officers who wished to see the battlefield where Custer and his men met death.

Some say that the distance from Tongue River, near the mountains, to the battlefield, does not exceed twenty miles; others place the estimate at thirty and none over thirty-five - but we, after two long and hard days’ ride from the head of the Little Horn in the mountains, a point nearer than Tongue River, at present General Miles’s head quarters, carefully compute the distance to be at least forty-five miles.

Beginning with the noble table-land upon which we stood, the ground gradually and gently fell towards the river, straightening out as level as a floor, and with both sides clearly defined by the sparsely shaded streams and the bluffs.

Beyond the water appeared the rugged embankment, extending from the south (where Reno held his force while Custer and his command were struggling in “the jaws of death,”) to the limit of vision on the north, standing perpendicular, save an occasional gap through which some trickling stream contributed its mite to the general volume of the Little Horn, or through which entrance to the fords are made, and through which we must ride if we would gain the other side.

Still farther back, towards the Rosebud, the silent timberless, sandy Wolf Mountains loomed high, casting a mild and pleasing shadow over the landscape, while at the other extremity of the valley the gradual divides, rich with verdure and bright-hued with full-blown flowers, completed as beautiful a scene as the eye of an artist ever rested on, or the hand of a master ever transferred to canvas.

At last, after a weary march, and not without the many little incidents which go to liven up, and sometimes to still further depress the drooping spirits of man and beast, we arrived at and entered the site of the old Indian village, hard by which General Custer and his men were trapped and slaughtered.

This camping place was about four miles long, a half-mile wide, and located by the river side, upon a depressed table-land with a thin growth of timber, which at one time extended all over the bottom, but the felling of the trees by the squaws to secure the bark for food for ponies during the winters, had left the central portion of the strip almost barren.

At the southern side, we passed through a dense, bushy grove, covering three or four acres, where the squaws and papooses were concealed when Custer approached, and until the Cavalry were securely trapped.

Beyond this the ground presented a strange spectacle. Teepee and lodge poles were as thick as they could stand, while all about camp equipage and hides were scattered in confusion.

An outstanding feature was the great quantities of leggins lying about, and the only explanation is, that the Indians discarded them for articles of clothing taken from the dead soldiers.

Farther down we saw six burial scaffolds, and on the ground beneath them were the bones of as many Indians, the skull of one of them having been pierced by and still containing a rifle bullet.

It was nearly dark when we reached the lower ford, about half-way through the abandoned Indian village, where we camped for the night, wet, cold, hungry and greatly fatigued. Supper was quickly prepared, and after eating and taking a short smoke, we spread our wet blankets on the ground, and all turned in for the night; but not to sleep, for coyotes and wolves kept up their horrid din, as though angry at being deprived of their accustomed nightly hunt for scraps of muscle and flesh on bones scattered about.

We had been lying down some time, when a yell rent the air, and Jack Healey sprang to his feet shouting “snakes!”

Jack, while nearly asleep, had felt a cold, slimy something crawl over his face, and then followed the warning cry of “snakes!”

We were soon on our feet, quickly replenished the dying fire, and with sabers in hand began to hunt for the unwelcome intruders. No snakes were found, but we found lizards, hundreds of the slimy green things, and the slaughter continued until the last one found was dead. Then we tried our blankets again but dread of another attack by the repulsive things did not allow us to fall asleep. Soon another man felt one of the reptiles crawling over him, and then all arose and there was another slaughter of lizards. Sleep was out of the question. So we lay and sat around until morning dawned.

After a hasty breakfast we passed on over the battlefield, where a little over one year ago, General George A. Custer and three hundred brave troopers of the Seventh Cavalry, while in the line of duty, were massacred by between three and four thousand Indian warriors under the immediate command of Sitting Bull. Not one of the hostiles having part in that massacre has ever been called to account for the awful deed. Worse than that, some of these very same savages are now fed and supported by the government they fought against, and are the forced associates and companions of members of the Seventh Cavalry!

The bodies of our dead had never been properly buried. All these months had passed, yet the little band whose brave deeds of heroism will ever remain a matter of history, have not received decent burial. Their bones, divested of clothing by the heartless and brutal savages, and of flesh by wolves and other animals, lie bleaching on the ground where they fell, a sad result of the failure of Major Reno to give expected support.

Two days after the battle a small detachment was sent to bury the bodies, but not one was given proper interment – graves were shallow, and dirt thrown but sparsely over bodies was soon washed away by rains or dug away by scavenger animals and birds.

Crossing the Little Horn, or Custer River as it is now called, to the east side, a well-defined trail leads up the gradual slope a quarter of a mile in length. The ground is covered with sage brush, coarse grass, prickly pears, and is destitute of rocks or timber. We reach the summit, and see a ravine with gentle sloping sides, near a half-mile in length – and free from rocks, timber, or any- thing that could furnish shelter. Nearby are the uncovered remains of eighteen men, in six piles, with a piece of tepee pole sticking in the ground at each pile. Upon one of these “tombstones” hung a white sombrero, relic of a member of the Seventh Cavalry, with two bullet holes through it, and a long cut as if made with an axe; and near by we found an axe, with a dark stain on the rusty blade, it having undoubtedly been used by the squaws in their frenzied mutilation of the wounded and dead of the Custer command. Near here were the carcasses of two horses; to the north, a few yards away, were heaps of bones so mixed that it was not possible to count the number of persons represented. A little farther on, and another heap containing the bones of three men appear beside the skeleton of a horse, evidently killed to be used as a breastwork.

A heavy trail runs along the crest of the divide, which separates the river from the ravine, and it was thickly strewn with whitened bones, rotting equipments and clothing.

Three hundred yards up the trail, we came upon the knoll where Custer and the remnant of his command made their final stand. We picture him in our mind, as he coolly loads and fires with the rest of the men, frequently glancing over the bluffs to see if Reno, whom he had so urgently requested to hasten to his support, is at hand. Reno’s utter failure to respond is generally condemned.

This elevation of the battlefield is but a little above the divide of which it is the terminus, and is, apparently, a commanding position. But the enemy were too powerful for the small body of troops who were there. On top of the hill where Custer was killed, we saw the skeletons of four men and horses, among the latter being the skeleton of the horse that Custer rode.

We returned to Tongue River, with the picture of that field of death vividly impressed on our minds, and wondering if Custer and his men would have perished had Reno tried to fight his way to Custer’s rescue. Trumpeter Martin says Reno could have got there; and Trumpeter Martin knows, as he is the man Custer sent back to ask Reno to hurry to his assistance.

[CN] 5.12

[CT] AMI FRANK MULFORD, AN EXCERPT FROM HIS FIGHTING INDIANS IN THE SEVENTH U.S. CAVALRY, PLUS THE REPORT OF AN UNIDENTIFED VISITOR TO CUSTER’S FIELD IN JULY 1877 AND A DESCRIPTION BY DR. WILLIAM A. ALLEN

Ami Frank Mulford joined Company M, Seventh Cavalry, in time to participate in the 1877 campaign against the Nez Perce, having enlisted in September 1876. He was discharged for disability in December 1877, having been injured in a fall from his horse. M Company was at the Canyon Creek fight, under Captain Thomas French, as part of Benteen’s battalion.

Mulford’s reminiscences appeared in 1878 in a privately-published pamphlet entitled Fighting Indians in the 7th U.S. Cavalry. I have some difficulty with Mulford’s credibility, since portions of the book are written to make it appear that Mulford had been present at the Little Horn fights, when he had not. In Chapter 30, he describes a visit he supposedly made to the battlefield in August 1877, but in fact, he may have simply “borrowed” from a non-bylined story in the 21 August 1877 edition of the New York Sun. Mulford’s story and the Sun story are almost word-for-word twins, as far as the descriptions of Custer field are concerned, from the point where the river is crossed on the way to the battlefield. There is no question but that the Sun writer was on the field, and that he was there just after Phil Sheridan’s party, for he wrote of Major Verling K. Hart’s command being camped there on its return from dropping Sheridan and Crook at Post No. 2.

In any event, whether Mulford was an independent witness, as he says, or copied from the Sun article, which is almost certain, there is no doubt that the description of the battlefield was accurate - and remember that it applies to the time immediately after Forsyth’s work, as evidenced by the language of the Sun article. This is part of what Mulford wrote:

After a hasty breakfast, we passed on over the battlefield, where a little over one year ago, General George A. Custer and three hundred brave troopers of the Seventh Cavalry, while in the line of duty, were massacred by between three and four thousand Indian warriors under the immediate command of Sitting Bull. Not one of the hostiles having part in that massacre has ever been called to account for the awful deed [this was not correct, since some of the hostiles had suffered at the hands of U.S. troops several times since the Custer fight]. Worse than that, some of these very same savages are now fed and supported by the government they fought against, and are the forced associates and companions of members of the Seventh Cavalry [This was true. The surrendered bands were “supported” back on reservations, which had been the supposed point of the 1876 campaigns, and several ex-hostiles were enlisted as scouts].

The bodies of our dead had never been properly buried. All these months had passed, yet the little band, whose brave deeds of heroism will ever remain a matter of history, have not received decent burial. Their bones, divested of clothing by the heartless and brutal savages, and of flesh by wolves and other animals, lie bleaching on the ground where they fell, a sad result of the failure of Major Reno to give expected support

Two days after the battle, a small detachment was sent to bury the bodies, but not one was given proper interment - graves were shallow, and dirt thrown but sparsely over bodies was soon washed away by rains or dug away by scavenger animals and birds.

Crossing the Little Horn, or Custer River as it is now called, to the east side, a well-defined trail leads up the gradual slope a quarter of a mile in length. The ground is covered with sage brush, coarse grass, prickly pears, and is destitute of rocks or timber. We reach the summit, and see a ravine with gentle sloping sides, near a half-mile in length - and free from rocks, timber, or anything that could furnish shelter. Nearby are the uncovered remains of eighteen men, in six piles, with a piece of tepee pole sticking in the ground at each pile. Upon one of these “tombstones” hung a white sombrero, relic of a member of the Seventh Cavalry, with two bullet holes through it, and a long cut as if made with an axe, with a dark stain on the rusty blade, it having undoubtedly been used by the squaws in their frenzied mutilation of the wounded and dead of the Custer command. Near here were the carcasses of two horses; to the north, a few yards away, were heaps of bones so mixed that it was not possible to count the number of persons represented. A little farther on, and another heap containing the bones of three men appear beside the skeleton of a horse, evidently killed to be used as a breastwork.

A heavy trail runs along the crest of the divide, which separates the river from the ravine [he is writing here of Battle Ridge; the ravine is the Keogh position], and it was thickly strewn with whitened bones, rotting equipments and clothing.

Three hundred yards up the trail, we came upon the knoll where Custer and the remnant of his command made their final stand. We picture him in our mind, as he cooly loads and fires with the rest of the men, frequently glancing over the bluffs to see if Reno, whom he had so urgently requested to hasten to his support [it was Benteen who had been summoned], is at hand. Reno’s utter failure to respond is generally condemned.

This elevation of the battlefield is but a little above the divide of which it is the terminus, and is, apparently, a commanding position. But the enemy were too powerful for the small body of troops who were there. On top of the hill where Custer was killed, we saw the skeletons of four men and horses, among the latter being the skeleton of the horse that Custer rode [and from which Lieutenants Bourke and Wheeler had cut the feet].

We returned to Tongue River, with the picture of that field of death vividly impressed on our minds, and wondering if Custer and his men would have perished had Reno tried to fight his way to Custer’s rescue. Trumpeter Martin says Reno could have got there; and Trumpeter Martin knows, as he is the man Custer sent back to ask Reno to hurry to his assistance.

The following are excerpts from the Sun article, which, as noted, ran in the issue of 21 August 1877. Note that the despatch is dated almost a month before. Compare the similarity of the descriptions in this article to those in the Mulford chapter reproduced above and especially note the language of the first quoted paragraph.

Custer Battlefield,

Little Big Horn River, M.T.

July 25, 1877

…The remains have never been buried…have not received the insignificant recognition that a decent burial would accord. Their bones, divested of clothing by brutal savages, and of flesh by famished wolves and howling coyotes, are fingered by every curiosity hunter, or kicked by every hostile who may chance over the field [this latter is totally erroneous. The resting places of fallen enemies are places of great power in Plains Indian culture]. I write the truth, and nothing but the truth, and challenge either Sherman, Sheridan, or Crook, all of whom have recently visited the ground with force sufficient to have gathered and properly interred the poor remains, to contradict my statement. As they may insist that the bodies were buried, I will present the facts in the case.

Two days after the massacre, a small force - a company, I think- was sent with two picks and a shovel to bury the bodies [this is an exaggeration]. Wild animals had created great havoc with the dead, tearing bodies asunder and scattering fragments over the ground; but these were collected as best they could; placed in piles upon the surface, and so thinly covered with dirt that the first rain washed it all away.

No further attention was given the matter until the first of the month [July 1877 - actually, Mike Sheridan was there in late June] when Mike Sheridan and two companies of the Seventh Cavalry were sent in to secure the remains of all officers for removal to Leavenworth. This officer did manifest a little feeling [Mike Sheridan was in fact an officer of the Seventh] by covering the bones again with dirt, but that night’s rain again undid the work, and the fragments were once more scattered over the ground. A few days ago, Gens. Sheridan and Crook, escorted by four companies of the Fifth Cavalry and several Indian Scouts (last year’s hostiles) came over the mountains on a pleasure trip, buffalo hunt &c, and as they were obliged to pass near here on their way out, they naturally “took in” the battlefield, and were sufficiently “affected” by the sight beheld, to order a small detail to go through the ceremony of again recovering the bones. The work was so scabbily performed that scarcely a single “grave” could be found through which the contents did not protrude. Today we had another terrible storm, and at the present moment there is not a particle of earth on a single bone of the entire three hundred skeletons, nor is it probable that there ever will be unless placed there by the elements or through the sympathetic efforts of some party of miners.

Five companies of cavalry have picknicked in the vicinity for weeks, totally unemployed save to guard themselves, yet they have made no effort to cover up the bones of their comrades. And now, as I write, Sheridan’s escort of four companies, commanded by Major Hart, are encamped on the plain at my feet, having shipped the Generals at the mouth of the river, and are now on their return to comfort and full rations after their arduous four day’s march, and I am confident that they will neglect to offer even a shovelful of dirt as a tribute to the bravery of the dead.

Great indignation is expressed by the citizens (prospectors) who are visiting the field in large numbers, and a Christian burial service would have been held today, with a few humanitarian miners officiating, had not Sheridan’s escort of two hundred men arrived and encamped opposite [on their way back from Post No. 2, where the generals had taken ship]. To them the duty was left, and left to be ignored.

…Crossing Little Big Horn, or Custer River, to the east side, a well-defined trail leads up a gradual slope a quarter of a mile in length. The ground is covered with sage brush, prickly pears, and sparse, coarse grass, and destitute of the rocks and timber that the uninformed fancy here and there upon the historic field. The sun shone with full power as we slowly made the ascent, and the morning air, impure by association, seemed stagnant and dead. We reached the summit…saw a ravine with gentle sloping sides, of slight depression and a half mile in length, and free from timber, rocks, or anything furnishing a barricade. At our feet were the uncovered remains of eighteen men, in six piles, with a piece of teepee pole at each pile, denoting that once the farce of a burial had been performed. Upon one of these “tombstones” hung a white sombrero, relic of a member of the Seventh, with two bullet holes through it, a clean cut as if made by an axe, and clotted blood. Nearby were the carcasses of two horses; to the north, distant a few feet, were heaps of bones so mixed that it was impossible to count the number of persons represented. A little farther on, and another “grave” containing the bones of three men, appears behind the skeleton of a horse evidently shot to be used a breastwork.

A heavy trail runs along the crest of the divide, separating the river and ravine [the ravine spoken of here is the Keogh position], and is strewn and flanked by whitened bones, equipments, and clothing. Three hundred yards up this trail we came upon the knoll where Custer and the remnant of his command made their last stand, and perished. The elevation is but little above that of the divide of which it is the terminus, and is apparently a commanding position; but so powerful was the enemy and so weak the national forces when this point was finally gained, that the entire destruction of the troops became an easy matter.

Upon the slope toward the river I counted twenty-eight heaps of bones, and the skeletons of fourteen horses [the reporter is now moving down the South Skirmish Line in the direction of the Little Horn. Note that the “twenty-eight heaps of bones” are obviously human, since he differentiates them from horse skeletons, and that they are “upon the slope” not washed out down in some deep ravine]. It was impossible to accurately determine how many soldiers were originally deposited in these promiscuous piles, but it is safe to compute the number at 100, among the number being Tom Custer, brother of the General [he is apparently including the bodies on the slope of Custer Hill, since this is where Tom’s marked grave was]. The “graves” are huddled together without regard to order, and are apparently located where the several men fell. On top of the hill, where Custer was killed, there are four graves and the skeletons of twenty horses, among the latter being that ridden by Custer, and which is still recognizable.

Passing down to and up the canyon, we met first the carcass of a horse, then several heaps of bones close together, and in the center thereof a rough unplaned pine cross, upon which is inscribed: “COL. KEOGH and 18 SOLDIERS of Co. I, 7th Cavalry, killed here June 25th, 1876.” [There is a well-known photograph of two officers at this cross, with the inscription noting that Keogh and 38 men died there. There is an identical photograph stating that Keogh and 28 soldiers fell there. A photograph of the group of markers surrounding the cross erected for Keogh shows only 18 markers. This appears in Contributions to the Historical Society of Montana, Vol. IV, 1903, and is reproduced elsewhere].

Upon a more unpretentious tablet are inscribed the words: “WILD I Co. 7th.”

To the right at intervals, and forming a perfect line extending over the western slope, are ten mounds of bones, the regularity of the “graves” indicating death upon the skirmish line. Passing several scattered graves, we reach the head of the canyon, and upon the high ground a cross-shaped monument, made of rough boards, and presenting the following inscription: “J.J. CRITTENDEN, Lieut. 20th Inf.”

Bones are scattered everywhere, and teepee poles by the score mark the spots where, once upon a time, they were dumped and covered with an inch or so of dirt.

Such, in brief, is the condition of the field today. Bad as it may seem in print, it is a thousand times worse in reality.

The following description is taken from Dr. William Allen’s ‘Adventures with Indians and Game’ [refer to B2.3]. Allen was on the field in the middle of August 1877, while leading a large group of prospectors to Post No. 2, more than three weeks after Forsyth had “cleaned up” the battlefield. This is part of what Allen recalled seeing:

On the morning of August 18, 1877, we camped on the Little Big Horn River…we decided to cross the river and examine the battlefield…a horrible sight met our eyes. Each soldier, who with Custer had sacrificed his life, yet lay where he had fallen…where forty men and their horses [had] succumbed to a relentless foe [Custer Hill].

A little farther on, I found a small wooden cross. On this was a slip of paper containing the following: “here is where Custer fell.” Other crosses told of Colonel Keogh, Co. I, Seventh Cavalry; Wild, Co. I, Seventh Cavalry; J.J. Crittenden, Lieutenant 20th Infantry…

Each soldier lying just where he had fallen, each with a small amount of earth thrown over him, with his head protruding from one end of the grave and his feet from the other… the boot tops had been cut from the dead. Their skulls in many instances had been crushed and shot with pistol bullets…

[CN] 5.13

[CT] PHILETUS W. NORRIS, SUPERINTENDENT OF YELLOWSTONE PARK: A JULY 1877 COUNTERPOINT TO MICHAEL SHERIDAN‘S REPORT

Philetus W. Norris was en route to Yellowstone Park to take up his new position as Park Superintendent when he decided to join the “expedition” under Captain Michael V. Sheridan heading for Custer battlefield. Norris was on a mission to properly mark the grave of his friend Charley Reynolds and had been given a map drawn by Fred Gerard, showing exactly where Reynolds had been killed. As an ex-officio correspondent for the New York Herald and publisher of his own ‘Norris Suburban’, he was probably more than a little interested in picking up some material for a few articles. The fact that Sheridan had closed his column to columnists may have added a little spice for Norris, who was no newcomer to the frontier.

In any event, Norris never did catch up with Sheridan’s party, partly due to low water in the Yellowstone, but he wasn’t far behind as he met Sheridan’s command on its return from Custer field, almost on the doorstep of Post No. 2. Norris persuaded Jack Barronette, one of Sheridan’s guides and whom he had met a couple of years previously, to take him to the battlefield. Barronette also provided some graphic descriptions of what had been found and done by Sheridan’s group.

Norris and Barronette arrived at Custer battlefield on 5 July, only a long day after Sheridan had left. The following is part of what Norris wrote to the Herald, as it appeared in the issue of 18 July 1877, some of it based on what Barronette told him and some of it on personal observation:

…Some feet down the western slope were found, partially unearthed, all that remains of the gallant Custer. Beside and below him lay his brother, Captain Thomas Custer, and other officers and friends, surrounded by the partially exposed and bleaching bones of the soldiers and their horses. The true duty of a correspondent being to furnish only necessary, or at least proper information, and not a needless recital of horrors, much is omitted that might truthfully be written. Although the remains of General Custer and most of his friends there, as elsewhere, had evidently been disfigured by the coyotes or savages, and probably both, and many, if not most of the skulls there and throughout all the fields were smashed to fragments, mangled or missing, still what was decided to be and probably were the main portions of the bones of General Custer and his two brothers were secured. Neither Reed nor the officers who fell with him or Reno were found [Autie Reed’s grave was marked, and the officers with Reno were supposedly found].

The remains were carefully and sorrowfully gathered, wrapped and then packed with grass cut from Custer’s Valley, placed in ten rough boxes not unlike rough coffins, and brought away. The remains of Lieutenant Porter [?] and some of his men have been found. Though the bodies of Lieutenant McIntosh and Dr. DeWolf were discovered and buried last year, little if any portions of their remains or of Lieutenant Hodgson’s could now be found [this is totally contradictory to Sheridan’s report and account].

By the request of his esteemed father the gallant Lieutenant Crittenden sleeps where he fell, with his boys about him, awaiting Gabriel’s reveille; but for the guidance of his friends his name, rank, &c., are rudely carved upon a head post. Another board shows where Captain Keogh fell, and where his men sleep. There is also a rude inscription at the head of the others, but most of the soldiers, either singly or in groups, have stakes driven where they rest. They are not in graves, but lie with a sprinkling of earth upon each or in groups as they fell last year. More earth was heaped upon them. Some were found this year that were not last, but no trace of some then covered can be found…an indescribable odor arose.

In his journals, Norris had several things to say about his ideas of how the battle was fought, but here we are only concerned with his comments about the graves. With the aid of Gerard’s map, he was able to locate Reynolds’ burial site: “I had found the remnant of Reynolds’ bones and well known auburn hair” which he wrapped up in a handkerchief to take with him for burial elsewhere. The remains had been disturbed, for the skull was missing and had been “but partially covered.”

[CN] 5.14

[CT] CAPTAIN J. S. PAYNE, 5TH CAVALRY: EXCERPTS FROM HIS TESTIMONY BEFORE THE RENO COURT OF INQUIRY, JANUARY 27, 1879

On 27 January 1879, the Recorder of the Reno Court of Inquiry called as a witness Captain J.S. Payne of the 5th Cavalry. Payne’s testimony was principally as to distances that he measured on 22 August 1878, although he was asked to give his opinion, based upon the ground, the estimated number of Indians, the number of Custer’s command and their presumed ammunition supply, as to how long the fight might have lasted. Payne replied, after some hesitation: “I should suppose that there were about 2500 Indians there, from the best opinion I could form from the various accounts and I hardly feel qualified to answer a question of that sort, but I should think it would take but a very few minutes to dispose of his command, twenty or thirty, somewhere from thirty minutes to three quarters of an hour, supposing that he had two hundred men.”

It is not this “I hardly feel qualified” information that is important in Payne’s testimony however, it is what he saw when he visited Custer field on 22 August 1878. Remember that this is a year after Mike Sheridan removed the officers’ bodies and left “three feet of dirt, tastefully heaped,” and George Forsyth’s later renewal of the graves. This is what Payne had to say about the condition of the field:

Q) What were the evidences also that the place that you measured from was the place where General Custer fell?

A) It was unmistakably the spot where a struggle had taken place. The bones of men and horses were there, and it was the extreme northeast limit of the battlefield.

Payne has specifically noted that he is talking about Custer Hill, and that the bones of both horses and men were there, meaning, obviously, that he could see them. After saying that it was “four miles, 160 yards” from Custer Hill to Reno’s entrenchments, he was asked:

Q) Did you see any other evidences of that field of battle at the time that you were there?

A) Nothing except the bones and parts of the bones of men on the Custer battlefield, and one or two pieces of human bones that I found scattered in the grass on the left bank in the bottom.

[CN] 5.15

[CT] RENO COURT OF INQUIRY: THE SUMMATIONS AND FINDINGS OF THE RENO COURT, JANUARY AND FEBRUARY 1879

Throughout the appendices and narrative text of this work, I have frequently mentioned, or quoted from, the testimony given before the Reno Court of Inquiry, which was held in Chicago during January and February 1879. It was never my intention to present all of the testimony taken there, although I ended up doing exactly that, albeit in different sections of these Appendices. I would advise any serious student of the fights on the Little Horn to delve into the original records in the National Archives. There are several published volumes purporting to give the testimony but many of these are unreliable because they omit some words which can alter the meaning of the testimony. In my quotes, I have omitted nothing, unless so indicated, and have taken only the small liberty of correcting the punctuation, to make the testimony “read” more easily. In some instances, it doesn’t matter what one does, it is simply impossible to make sense of some of the passages. 

Parts of the record were apparently made up from the notes of the journalists present in the room, when the court stenographer fell behind in his work. This is one of the reasons why the testimony was read back to the witnesses each day. Luckily, this situation did not occur very frequently, but, together with the difficulty in reading the original entries, it can lead to errors of substance. 

What I present here are the two summations of the “opposing counsel,” although technically Recorder Lee was not really counsel for anyone, together with the findings of the Court and the action of the Army. The summations are very interesting and important, because they summarize and often quote much of the testimony, also they were written from opposing viewpoints, so that virtually every facet of the testimony is minutely examined.

I do not place any great reliance upon the testimony given at the Reno Inquiry, when it comes to a reconstruction of the fights, since it does not contain one word from any Indian source and it is quite evident that at least a few witnesses did not tell the entire truth on the stand. It is also evident, even from the summations, that the Army was interested in keeping this an Army matter and was not interested in a wider airing of the facts, despite the allowing of the testimony to be published, as remembered by the reporters, in the newspapers of the day.

Lyman Gilbert, the very shrewd counsel for Major Reno, did everything he could to pander to the Court’s inherent distrust of outsiders, constantly referring to the differences between officers of the Army and both lower ranks and, horror of horrors, citizens. Gilbert’s position was that only officers could be believed, although sometimes it was all right to credit the testimony of others, especially Sergeant Culbertson, if it corroborated the testimony of an officer.

The success of this approach is evident from a comparison of Gilbert’s summation with the findings of the Court, which became the “official” version of events - at least the official Army version. Recorder Lee seems to have been able to get nearer to the truth, although a great many opportunities were missed to discredit the testimony of some of the officers. Even Lee, who wanted to get at the truth, seemed unable to bring himself to go after the officers or to believe that some of their evidence might not be true. The summations will give a fair approximation of the totality of the evidence.

I have not added any commentary, preferring to do this when discussing the actual testimony of witnesses wherever I might use it or analyze it. Here we have two versions of Reno’s part in the fights on the Little Horn, neither of which is entirely accurate and both of which are based upon identical evidence. It is no wonder that the Reno Court did absolutely nothing to resolve the controversies surrounding the fights.

THE SUMMATION OF LYMAN GILBERT, COUNSEL FOR MAJOR M.A. RENO, GIVEN 10 FEBRUARY 1879

May it please the Court:

Almost my first utterance in your presence was one of distrust of myself, and of request for your indulgence, and in this my last utterance, I acknowledge with gratitude the patient courtesy and delicate consideration you have shown me during this tedious trial.

During its proceedings, I have several times spoken with pleasure of the honorable manner in which the Recorder has discharged his official duties. Like myself, he has, I know, felt that an inquiry where the conduct of an officer was in question could not be a personal contest for victory, but that our mutual efforts should be to have it end in the establishment of truth.

The case has been wider than I anticipated. It commenced as an examination of the courage shown by Major Reno during a time when General Custer and his column could be affected by his conduct.

It extended itself until it included his behavior long after General Custer and those under him had ended, with honor, their lives as soldiers, and it ended with a question into the sobriety of Major Reno at a time when the Indians were, with savage joy, holding their scalp-dance over their defeat of Custer and his command.

These charges, so varied and unlike, so distant and remote from the real charge which provoked this Court of Inquiry, have been the subject of testimony from many witnesses. These represent different degrees of character, and will, I am sure, be properly discriminated between by the Court. It is not so much of them as of the principle which underlies testimony applicable to all cases of a military character that I wish to speak. A military court is always, so far as I am informed, composed of officers higher, or at least equal in grade, to the one who is interested in its proceedings. The reason for the rule is, I think, plain. It is found not merely in the greater impartiality which higher rank confers, not merely in the greater knowledge and ampler experience which attends it, but also in the fact that the independence of every officer requires that those who live in the suburbs of the Army, to whom he must give pre-emptory orders to which the only answer is unquestioning obedience, shall not be his judge in matters which concern his life or his honor.

Apply the reason which governs the selection of military courts to the kind of testimony by which you, as members of this Court, would be governed, and you will see that some of the testimony requires a rule of rigid construction.

Let it once be understood that an orderly, a private soldier of limited intelligence, who follows at the heels of his commanding officer is evidence to establish an important order as much as the officer who rides by his side; that an Indian interpreter on his first expedition can give reliable testimony upon military matters; or after being dismissed for stealing, can sit in judgment on the courage of his superior; or that a mule packer struck in the face by an officer for being where it was thought he had no duty to be, can originate a charge of drunkenness against that officer, and unsupported by any other witness, save that of another mule packer, can insist on this story in a Court of Inquiry. Let it once be understood that name and character and fame lie in the keeping of these followers of an army, and the sense of subordination is gone, and the desire to conciliate becomes stronger than the desire to command. The character of an officer will then depend on the favor of the camp followers, and they will profit by that knowledge.

The charges against Major Reno rest largely on the testimony of two mule packers, a doctor, an Indian scout, a sergeant, and an Indian interpreter. When we remember that about 300 men saw his behavior at the times when these witnesses have objected to it, we are appalled by this number.

The Indian interpreter, like the mule packer, exhibits a forgiving disposition under injuries beneath which most men would rankle, which is rare in more civilized surroundings than his own. He represents a class familiar to the army; but a word about the figure he presents in this case may illustrate the value of his testimony.

He informs General Custer that the Indians are running like devils, and then counsels Major Reno that they are not running away, but advancing upon him. He is surprised at Major Reno stopping in his advance at the timber, and yet censures as an excess of bravery the attempt to leave it. He observes, this searcher of Indian trails, nobody but Major Reno, and is unable to remember who rode by his side. He, who has told this story so often, makes a mistake of an hour, not only in one but in a number of places, and corrects them when the cross examination is about to begin.

He does not see the column leave the woods, and fails to find or to join the soldiers who left the timber with Herendeen. He fixes no time for many things connected with the firing, its beginning and end, notwithstanding his accurate watch, which he told Sergeant Culbertson he lost in the water on the afternoon of the first day. His place, he said at the beginning of the testimony, was with the Indian scouts; but when left in the timber, he bewails to Lieutenant DeRudio that he is a non-combatant, and that he regretted he was not with the pack train where he belonged. This character he sustains with fidelity when he leaves DeRudio in the plain, when surrounded by Indians, and tells Culbertson that he had thrown away his rifle on the afternoon of the 25th of June. He was a non-combatant, as he shows when on the 27th of June he scalps the dead Indians he did not shoot, and his place was really with the scouts, those at least who fled to Powder River. But his testimony is valuable in some points when it corresponds with his fears.

Herendeen, a scout who was as cool as John Randolph would say “as the center seed of a cucumber,” tries to draw an opinion unfavorable to Reno’s courage without seeing his countenance, after having him in view but a moment. It was a noble ambition to try to draw character from that fleeting glimpse. Even the photographer at Central Park, who tried to photograph an elephant, complained that the animal was expressionless when he turned his back to the instrument. He states that Reno darted from the glade when Bloody Knife was killed at his side, and, without hesitating at the timber’s edge, galloped at once to the river. In this he is “flatly contradicted” by Captain Moylan, who testified to Reno stopping at the edge and assisting in getting the column in order.

There is an old saying: “What will extinguish the fire when the extinguisher itself takes fire?” Possibly Herendeen might have been excited and unable to judge Reno with coolness.

Dr. Porter, within the limits of his duty, I greatly respect. But if he has the gift of courage, he did not have it with him at all times on the 25th day of June. He lingers by the side of the wounded man when Captain Moylan says he was in his company, and sees no halt made to organize the column, when Moylan distinctly remembers that he was near him. The men whom Falstaff saw in Kentish Green never multiplied themselves so rapidly to his vision as did the Indian lodges to the doctor’s eyes when he saw a thousand lodges from the timber.

His judgment of the military movement differs from that of many of the officers, and perhaps its value would have been understood by John Randolph, who when Chairman of the Military Committee in Congress, said, in answer to a member, formerly a watchmaker, who criticized the bill, that the gentleman might understand ticktacks, but certainly did not understand tactics.

Of the two mule packers who tried to establish the drunkenness of Reno on the night of the 25th of June 1876, but little should be said. The one who confirms the story had need on cross examination to alter the time he fixes for the arrival on the hill, the time when the firing begun and ended. He, whose duty was to be with the packs, says the ammunition boxes were not opened, when other witnesses testify to the opposite being the fact, and Lieutenant Wallace gives the circumstance of their being opened with an axe, on account of the haste needed at that time.

The other one, the one struck by Reno, had never heard of any stealing from the packs, and yet he lost his own things by theft. Having lost his blanket, he goes, as he testifies, without any orders from any officer, to get one belonging to someone, rather, to anyone else.

Mark their story; Reno is drunk, is staggering, is stammering, and yet besides Girard, the non-combatant, no one of all that command on the hilltop even imagines him to be in that condition until they reach Chicago more than two years and a half after the time they fix. They made a mistake in making him look too drunk. Drunkenness has a beginning, an existence, and an end, and with the frequent contact Reno had with officers and men, he must, if in any of the stages of it, have been detected and exposed. He staggers, and yet hit the man without being disturbed in his position. He has to brace himself against the packs, and yet without difficulty stoops and picks up the carbine. And with a whiskey bottle in one hand, and a carbine in the other, he stands an object of dread to Frett, who so safely affects courage in the court room.

It was hardly necessary to summon Edgerly, and Benteen, and Wallace, and Mathey, and McDougall to contradict them, and to propose to have Hare and Varnum and Moylan telegraph their knowledge upon this subject. It was only dignifying falsehoods, and putting honesty to unnecessary labor.

The question of time and distance about which such differing evidence has been given is not, to my mind, of great importance, except as it determines the relation of one command to another, and this relation and position can, as the Court has no doubt already observed, be fixed independently of watches. Where Custer’s column was, with reference to that of Reno, can be definitely placed without regard to the time of day. There will be, I think, but little difficulty upon that point.

The Court will also, I am sure, remember that Reno’s duty was made difficult by the fact that surrender was impossible, and, therefore, the whole course of his conduct was different from what it would have been against a civilized foe.

The history of this case presents some difficulty with regard to distance and to time; but none so serious but that a very little consideration will remove them all.

As far as the testimony exhibits, the 7th Regiment of cavalry was on the 25th day of June 1876, moved from the divide between the Rosebud and the Little Big Horn Rivers, in the direction of the latter stream. With several halts, it reached a point, at about 12 o’clock upon that day, where a division of the command was made into battalions. One battalion, consisting of three companies, was placed under the command of Colonel Benteen. A second battalion, of the same number of companies, was placed under the order of Major Reno, and five companies remained under the command of General Custer. If we rely, as I think we can with the greatest safety, upon the testimony of Lieutenant Wallace, who kept the itinerary, this point of division was about 15 miles distant from the Little Big Horn River and the point where Major Reno afterward crossed it.

Immediately after the division was made, Colonel Benteen diverged to the left, and, after going a distance which no one states to be greater than two miles, was lost to the view of the rest of the column. The command, thus diminished in number by the separation of Colonel Benteen, continued in the direction in which it had been marching until it reached a point about 10 or 12 miles lower down, where there was a burning tepee containing the body of a dead Indian.

At this point Reno received an order from General Custer, as commanding officer, which governed his future action. It has been stated in several ways; but all of them unite in declaring that he was to charge the Indians, who had already been discovered in the bottom on the left side of the Little Big Horn, under a promise of support from General Custer’s command. At the time that Reno received this order, he was accompanied by Lieutenant Wallace, whose testimony the Court has heard, and by Lieutenant Hodgson who so bravely died in this charge.

An orderly, by the name of Davern, at that time a private soldier, who was in the rear of Major Reno, has testified to a recollection that is different from that of either Major Reno or Lieutenant Wallace, and which is also different from the recollection of Captain Benteen. He has sought to convey the impression that at the time this order was communicated, a statement was made that Colonel Benteen would be on Major Reno’s left, and would have the same instructions that he had. It is hardly necessary for us to linger to see how impossible this state must be, for when he was asked where Benteen was at that time in order to receive instructions, Davern could not place him, and the whole testimony shows that Benteen had long before this been sent to the left and was already far out of sight. Besides, Captain Benteen himself says that no such word was given him after he left the main column, and none such ever reached at any later time.

For the purposes of this case, I think we can assume that the orderly either misunderstood what the adjutant of General Custer had stated to Major Reno, or else he willfully stated what is not the fact.

After the command was received, Reno gave the order to trot, and his battalion moved down to the crossing of the river. The Indians had already been seen on the river bottom. Lieutenant Varnum had had a glimpse of them from the top of the knoll, near the tepee, and Girard, the Indian interpreter, had also seen them - and had told General Custer in a loud voice that there were the Indians and they were running like devils.

The trail that Reno followed led straight to a crossing which, from the nature of the country and from the character of the troops, who were mounted, the Indians would expect the command to use. When the crossing was reached, without any delay whatever, the battalion went to the other side of the river, and, passing through a fringe of timber such as follows the water courses on the western prairies, halted to reform.

Before them lay an open stretch of prairie, covered slightly with sage brush, with grass eaten by Indian ponies, and the ground cut up by their hoofs. Before advancing from this point, Major Reno saw enough of the Indians, who were approaching him, to judge of their numbers and their disposition. He knew, as Benteen knew, as Girard says he knew, that General Custer believed that the Indians were retreating, and he could fairly presume that the order he had received from General Custer had predicated on wrong information.

He sent back word by a private soldier, who served him in the capacity of a body servant, whom Sergeant Culbertson saw on his way back over the river, that the Indians were all before him and that they were very strong. Not receiving an answer, as he expected, he sent back word by a man named Mitchell, and as neither of them ever returned or were ever again seen alive, it is fair to infer that they were successful in reaching the main column.

Girard himself testified that he saw Indians advancing up the valley in such large numbers that he called Major Reno’s attention to the fact, and not satisfied with that, that he turned back from the river’s edge and met Adjutant Cooke, and told him of that fact, and that the adjutant promised to inform General Custer of it. Adjutant Cooke died on the lower hills with General Custer, and it is safe to say that he performed his promise.

Major Reno was justified in sending back this word to his commander because he believed that he was being followed by him, and Lieutenant Wallace testified that General Custer’s adjutant and Captain Keogh, who also fell with Custer, accompanied Reno’s command until within a very short distance of the river. Without any further delay, Major Reno formed two companies into line, and throwing the third company in their rear in line, moved down the valley.

On his right was the river, with its growth of trees. On his left was a line of foothills that stretched and lost itself far to the southwest. There was a large column of dust before him, and there were Indians coming out of the dust to meet him. He skirted the timber and went a distance that, according to the statements of witnesses, varies from a mile and a quarter to about two miles.

He was then satisfied the Indians were not only not fleeing, but that they were preparing an ambush to receive him, and therefore he ceased his charge, and ordered the men to dismount and deploy as skirmishers.

Was he justified in doing so? He was already at a considerable distance from the point from which he expected to receive his support. The Indians, instead of continuing on his front, had commenced to separate and were already circling along the hills on his left in order to cut him off from the crossing. This circumstance in itself, I submit to the Court, justified an officer, who was responsible for the lives of his command, in believing that the enemy, so far from fleeing from him, were in such force that they invited an attack. For Reno was then between the village and the river, and the love of the hearthstone, though different in degree, is the same in principle in civilized and uncivilized men, and the Indians, if they had felt distrustful of their strength, would undoubtedly have presented a united resistance to any approach toward the village. But when they gave way, and invited an attack, that if successful would have destroyed their homes, they declare to the commanding officer that they were not only able to protect themselves, but were able to destroy his command.

In this act of judgment Major Reno is confirmed by the opinions of the officers who accompanied him. Lieutenant Hare says, “I know that before we got to the village, there were lots of Indians there. If Major Reno had continued to march in the direction of the village, I do not think he would have got a man out of there, and I do not think the column would have lasted five minutes.” Lieutenant DeRudio said, “when he halted, I said ‘Good for you” because I was sure we would be butchered if we had gone 500 yards further.” Captain Moylan stated, “1 think there was a sufficient number of Indians at the time, they were within 500 yards of him, to warrant him in halting and dismounting.”

The wisdom of Reno’s action is still further seen in the fact that as soon as he did dismount, Indians to the number of 400 or 500, as testified to by several officers, appeared in his front from out of a ravine into which his command must certainly have plunged if he had continued charging. Not only does the result which we now see would have followed prove that he acted rightly in dismounting where he did; but it was plainly his duty as an officer who expected not merely to be supported by another portion of the command, but to support it by making a diversion, not to throw away the lives of his battalion until the supporting column was near enough to him to receive the benefit of the attack that he would make. If he had continued on at this point, his entire command would have been destroyed without any benefit being received by any supporting command. He deployed the men on skirmish line, and, if we can believe the officers whose duty called them to that part of the field, the command continued to advance on foot, and fired as they advanced.

What now was Reno’s position? The Indians were close to him and increasing in numbers. They were on his front, and were circling to his rear, between him and that point from which the expected support must come. The river was close to the edge of the timber. On its other side rose high bluffs, which stretched a number of miles to such a height that from them no assistance could come. Between the hills on the opposite side and the river there was some low land covered with timber and brush, into which the Indians had already commenced to come, and from which they were sending a fire into the timber. He had 112 men under his control, not counting the Indian scouts and the non-combatants. The force was too small to occupy the timber with any hope of resisting the number of Indians that he saw attacking and preparing to attack him.

At this point his attention was called to a fire that was being received on the side of the timber next to the river, and with part of his force he enters the timber with a view to dislodge the Indians. While there, word is brought to him that the Indians have turned his flank, and he goes out with Captain Moylan to see the situation for himself. He becomes convinced that it is his duty to retire the men from the skirmish line and bring them into the timber, and in that act he is abundantly confirmed by the judgment of those who were with him. All testify that the number of Indians was constantly increasing, and Sergeant Culbertson had given it as his opinion that if the skirmish line had not been retired within three minutes of the time it was, he did not think any man would have gotten off the line. Reno, unsupported as he was, was then forced to decide what duty he owed his command and his commanding officer, and he decided to leave the timber.

Was he justified in this act? Lieutenant Wallace says, “We were surrounded and in a bad position to defend ourselves,” and he approved the going to a higher ground. He said it was the only thing that could have been done under the circumstances. Lieutenant Varnum testified that, “At the time of the retreat, a good many bullets had begun to drop from the woods from our rear. Whether the bullets came from the bluffs above, or from the bottom, I do not know; but I know that quite a lively shower came in from our rear toward the river.” He further says, “The position we held in the timber I do not know exactly its size; but it was large enough so that with the number of men we actually had in the timber, those three companies that were under Colonel Reno, it does not seem to me they could cover the entire position which they must necessarily hold in order to keep the Indians out of the timber. We could not let them come in there with us. We had to occupy the position as the ground lays in order to hold it at all. It does not seem to me that we had men enough to hold the entire circle of the timber.” He testifies again in another part of the proceedings to the same effect.

Captain Moylan, in answer to whether a formation could not have been made in the timber to have held it says, “With a formation of that kind, with the number of men at Major Reno’s disposal, the line would be necessarily so short that it would not extend to the bank at the outer edge of the timber. In my opinion, had such a formation as that been made, the Indians could have possessed themselves of this bank at the edge of the timber and been on much higher ground than Major Reno’s men could have been on the bottom. Therefore, it would have made the position there perfectly indefensible.” He says, in another place, “I think the most judicious course was to leave the timber if possible. Had the command stayed there 30 minutes longer, I doubt if it would have gotten out with as many men as it did.”

Again he says, “The command was virtually driven, but not exactly driven. It would have been driven from the timber in a very short time.” Lieutenant Hare testifies that Major Reno’s command remained in the timber until all hope of support from General Custer had vanished. Again he says, “The impression produced upon my mind by the movement from the timber was that Major Reno thought that we would be shut up in there, and the best way out would be to charge. The whole business impressed me that if he was going to get out of there, that was the best way to do it.”

A number of questions were asked the witnesses with regard to Major Reno’s ability to continue in the timber if he had been joined by Captain Benteen. A sufficient to this is that Major Reno knew that Benteen had been ordered away from the column before he had been directed to make his charge, that he was in entire ignorance of the orders given to Benteen, and therefore had no reason to expect him to support him, and Benteen further says, that Reno was not justified at all in expecting that he, under orders given him by General Custer, could render him any support whatever.

In addition to the increasing number of Indians and the threatening position that they occupied on his rear and flanks, Major Reno found another difficulty, and that was the want of ammunition. It is in evidence that Lieutenant DeRudio heard him tell the men, while on the skirmish line, to use their ammunition with care. But it is also true, as Captain Moylan states, that some of the men had already expended half the number of cartridges that they had brought across the river, and therefore that if there was to be a prolonged resistance, that long before it could be successful the troops would be left with empty carbines.

Up to this point, let us enquire what had been Major Reno’s conduct. He had certainly led the charge up to the point where the men were dismounted. Captain Moylan testifies that he heard Reno caution the men about overriding, for he would soon give them work enough. It is in evidence that it was by his order that the skirmish line was thrown out, and Lieutenant DeRudio states that not only was Reno on the line, but that he admired his conduct as a brave and skillful officer, Lieutenant Wallace gives as his opinion that Reno’s conduct as an officer, in the timber, with respect to judgment and courage, was all that could be expected of anyone. Captain Moylan testifies that the skirmish line was deployed by Major Reno’s order. He was there on the line, and he occasionally heard his voice. Lieutenant DeRudio testifies that he saw Major Reno encouraging his men, and standing in a position where he ought to be as commanding officer.

In the face of this testimony, the opinion of George Herendeen, the Indian scout, who saw Reno’s back but for a moment, and from that fact endeavors to draw an opinion unfavorable to his courage; and Dr. Porter, who afterwards confessed to being so scared in the timber, and who, in point of fact, forgot that he had halted at the edge of the timber with Captain Moylan, before he went back to the river with the column, are hardly entitled to a passing respect. The mere act of leaving the timber was in itself an evidence of courage. A timid man would have remained there. Even Girard testified that, with the number of Indians in the bottom, he thought it was an excess of bravery to leave the timber; and he stayed behind because he expected the command would return.

Now, if there was nothing more in this case than this, we would claim that Major Reno was certainly open in no way to censure as an officer and a soldier. But it is claimed that he showed cowardice in the way in which his command started from the timber to go to the hilltop. It is said that no bugle calls were given, and that was an evidence of fear. It will be observed that no officer was left, unless, like DeRudio, he had retired from the skirmish line without orders, or unless, like several others, he was unattached, and they were using their discretion in seeking different places, and discharging different duties, in the timber.

Unless Captain Moylan is virtually incorrect, Major Reno came to the edge of the timber, and there consulted with him, before any movement of the troops was made, and that it was their joint judgment that a higher point should be sought on the other side of the river, at which the force under Major Reno could contend on more nearly equal terms with the force that was brought against him.

It is in evidence, through a number of witnesses, that the command was passed along the line for the men to “mount and to make a charge.” It is in evidence by Captain Moylan that the column was undoubtedly formed before the men left the timber, and that if they all had been in their places, as it was the expectation of the commander that they should be, they all would have returned in as good order as his company did.

Major Reno led the charge to the river. He is justified in thinking that after the company officers had received the word to mount and charge, the men in their companies would be properly informed, and fully obey him. He was seeking to cross an unknown river, and over country to which he was a stranger, to find a place where he might ascend the high land on the other side of the river. It is a matter of dispute where his place should be; but Captain Moylan says it was as proper for him to be at the front as at the rear, and in his opinion he is confirmed by that of other officers. To me it seems plain that where a ford is to be selected, and a crossing is unknown, it is the duty of the commander to be there to use his discretion and his judgment with regard to the manner in which the troops shall pass from one side of the river to the other, and rise to the new place that they shall occupy for defense, It is a strange thing in this case that those eyes which saw the most demoralization in the column, as it moved to the river, were not those of military men, and it is undoubtedly true that the column may not have been in perfect order; but the circumstances forbade it being so. It is not a triumphant march. It was the departure of a command from a place in which destruction was believed to be sure to a spot in which it was hoped the danger would be less great. If Reno was doing his duty at the head of the column, I submit that he should not be charged with want of duty at its rear.

At point it may perhaps be well to pause, and to meet another charge; that Reno in some way failed of his duty because of the untimely fate which befell General Custer and his command, and which, it is claimed, would have been averted if Reno had continued in the timber. I think there is no truth in this belief. The Indians were certainly there in numbers that, in the minds of military men, justifies the belief that they were able to overcome, at one and the same time, each portion of the command that then engaged them. Lieutenant Wallace says, “I do not think that the entire force of the village was attacking us, while we were in the woods. When we were on the hill, the entire force of the Indians was never engaged against us, because I could see crowds a long way off.” He says again, “I would not like to take half the number of warriors they had and take the command we had with us and fight them.”

Colonel Benteen said, in answer to a question whether Reno’s withdrawal did not leave many Indians at liberty to go down and attack Custer; “Doubtless it did; but I do not think that they had any use for them down there.” In answer to a question whether, if he had succeeded in joining Major Reno in the timber and held a force of Indians there, it would have contributed to the safety of General Custer, Benteen replied, “It would not have made a particle of difference. Those seven companies would have been completely hived there, and General Custer would have had to look out for himself just the same.”

The fact that Reno’s withdrawal from the timber had no influence whatever upon the fate of General Custer is seen by two considerations. It is plain from the testimony that Reno was at least 45 minutes in the timber. During that time General Custer with his command was thrice seen. Lieutenant Varnum saw the Gray Horse Company, on the bluffs above the right bank of the river, about 30 minutes before Reno left the timber. He believed that Custer had certainly time to reach the point on the map known as ford “B” before Reno reached the top of the hill. DeRudio who saw, with straining eyes, Custer with Cooke standing on the high land, overlooking Reno in the timber, states that the firing he heard down the river was almost simultaneous with Reno’s reaching the top of the hill. If that proves anything, it proves that the diversions that Reno made lasted until Custer had reached within striking distance. Martin, the trumpeter, testified that he left Custer at a considerable distance lower down the river than the point where Reno made his stand, that he had time to go a number of miles to Benteen, to return with the column, and on his return to see Reno and his command reach the top of the bluff. Custer, having promised to support Reno, and having had a view of him attacking the Indians under his order, would undoubtedly, in turn, have charged the Indians at the first point where he could have reached them. That point was the ford “B.”

It cannot be doubted by this Court that the testimony that they have heard, not merely from officers of Reno’s command, but also from the evidence given by Lieutenant Colonel Sheridan, who made a careful examination of that point, and found a gravel bottom at the river there, over which he several times sent a wagon, that there was a proper point for General Custer to give his promised support to Reno, if it was in the power of his command to support him at all.

If the mind can believe testimony and draw any inference from it, it is overwhelmingly clear that Custer had reached the ford “B,” where he could have crossed to the Indian village, before the Indians, whom Reno was diverting by his attack in the timber, could have reached that point; and from the known character of Custer for valor and for bravery, it was equally plain that, notwithstanding the thousand Indians whom Reno detained at the upper end of the village, there were Indians at the ford “B” in such overwhelming numbers as to make it a matter of madness for Custer and his command to engage them there. That explains the fact of the sleeping village which Martin says that Custer saw.

So far, then, as Reno’s retreat from the timber was concerned, it had no effect whatever on the fate of General Custer, for not a man nor a horse were found dead at the ford “B,” and the first indications that Custer had found his enemy was at least 800 yards below the ford, on the right bank of the river.

Another consideration proves this. Custer and men were found in such position, with such separation and with such disorder, that it proves that whatever resistance they made, brave and heroic as it was, was in the nature of a defense and not of an attack. Competent judges have shown, not merely that the struggle could not have lasted more than an hour, but that from its very beginning it was hopeless.

So far, then, as Reno is concerned, we hold that he was justified by the appearances, as they presented themselves to him at the time he halted, in doing what he did; that he was further justified in this conduct by the result, as it afterward declared itself; that he showed no cowardice whatever in the timber; that his retirement from it was not only “within his discretion” as a commanding officer, but was the result of consultation with one of his tried and approved officers, and endorsed by many of the officers of the command; but that both on account of the number of the Indians, and the manner in which Custer and his command were destroyed, it had no effect whatever upon any other command than his own.

It has not escaped the attention of the Court that when Benteen came up to the point where he afterwards joined Reno, he saw the Indians still in the bottom, and that he thought that they were at least 800 or 900 in number. Sergeant Culbertson, a most careful witness, fixed their number at 1000. Lieutenant Varnum said that a great many Indians remained in the bottom when he came up with Benteen, and it is the statement of Lieutenant DeRudio, who watched them from the timber in which he remained, that they did not retire because Reno left the timber, but because Benteen was seen to approach on the other side of the river. And it is the belief of Benteen that, although a considerable number left when he approached, they were not only unneeded to destroy Custer and his command, but that they promptly went and hid themselves on the right bank of the river, in order to await Reno, if he should march down in the direction of Custer. Benteen, a soldier in whose judgment this Court can place, I believe, as much confidence as in his courage, declares it to be his belief that Custer and his command were destroyed before the order that Martin carried had reached him.

When Reno reached the river, he decided, and told one of the witnesses, that this was no place to halt and reform the men. It was his duty as a commanding officer to select the new position from which the new struggle should be made, and he accordingly went to the top of the hill.

Much has been said of the manner in which the men followed him. It is needless for me to say to this Court that in no other way than a straggled way, even under the circumstances of perfect peace, can a battalion of cavalry climb a steep bank. And yet, it was not demoralized. Captain Moylan says his skirmish line was thrown out a few minutes after the command reached the top of the hill. Lieutenant Hare says the men were scattered on the top of the hill, but were not demoralized, and again he testified to that same effect. And even Davern said they seemed to be retreating in as good order as could be expected.

It is true that Reno had lost a large straw hat which he wore, in the timber; but he had not forgotten to tie a handkerchief around his head for protection. Benteen testified that the command was quiet when he came up a little time afterward, and Captain McDougall did not know they had been engaged until he talked with officers after he had deployed his men as skirmishers.

What was Major Reno’s conduct? Certainly not that of a coward, or he would not have been in command of his troops; he would not have ridden to meet Benteen, and have returned to go at the head of a body of men to see if Lieutenant Hodgson was living, whose body he found at the river’s edge. Even if he had been excited, he could hardly have been sufficiently so, after having been joined by Benteen, to have fired his pistol, as Edgerly thinks he did, when he came up some time after he had been joined by Benteen.

What now was the duty of Reno? He had had three companies engaged in the timber, whose ammunition had been largely expended, and needed to be replaced. He had wounded men, whom he could not then leave at the mercy of the Indians. He certainly ordered Hare back to the pack train to hurry the ammunition, and after receiving his report and making direction with regard to the care of the wounded, he sends an order to Weir, who had already moved out with his company, that he should endeavor to communicate with Custer. If, as we believe, Custer and his men had, by this time, been destroyed, anything else that was done thereafter could have no possible effect upon that command.

But it is urged that the message carried to Benteen by Martin exacted of him a duty. If it did, it was the duty of assistance, and that he prepared to render it in the most effective way. He did this by replenishing his ammunition, and by bringing up the pack train, which the order to Benteen twice commanded him to do. The fire that had been heard in the direction of Custer’s battlefield was not such, as was proven by every witness who gave testimony upon the subject, as to excite any grave distrust of Custer’s condition. The volleys were few and faint, and retreating in sound, and the scattering fire was such as Indians usually indulge in, even when not actively engaged in fight, and the dust that was seen in the village, and the Indians circling in the bottom below, did not attest to anyone any severe struggle down the river.

I have not time to analyze the testimony on this point; but I am sure that the Court will find that I have fairly stated in the few words into which I have compressed it.

After the pack train came up, after the wasted ammunition was replaced, and the wounded, 7 or 8 in number, were properly cared for, each with six attendants, the main column, by Reno’s orders and with him at the head, moved down the right bank of the stream to follow the advance guard of Captain Weir. It reached a point where it was met by Lieutenant Hare, Reno’s acting adjutant, who returned from giving the order to Weir to say that the Indians were so many in Weir’s front that he had used Reno’s name to order a return.

Of the ability of this command to force its way further down the river, there is but one opinion. All unite in saying that a forward movement would have been its destruction.

There was no firing to indicate an engagement below. That which had already been heard had ceased, and it had not awakened any belief whatever that Custer’s command was any less able to take care of itself or had met with any great opposition than the command under Reno. And yet, at the last moment, at the farthest point in the advance, Benteen placed the guidon of the 7th Cavalry. It was at a place where, as he afterward said, he was so far from Custer’s battlefield that the point could not from there be seen. But even if visible, it would have carried no message to those who had fought on the hills and valleys below, because they had passed away from the region of human sense.

Slowly, and compelled by overwhelming numbers, the command moved back to a point which Reno selected, and made its final stand. The disposition of the troops was made under the Indian fire and by Reno and Benteen, and then commenced a struggle which for tenacity and bitterness has never, I believe, been surpassed in the history of Indian warfare.

The depression in which the troops fought, the manner in which they were arranged, and the success that attended them are familiar to this Court. All save General Gibbon unite in declaring that it was the best position that could have been selected for the purpose of this fight, and to his objection there is the overwhelming answer that a resistance was made from the afternoon of the 25th day of June until the evening of the 26th, and that when General Terry came up with General Gibbon and his force on the 27th, they found that portion of the 7th Regiment in position on the unsurrendered heights.

I shall not linger to describe that height. The character of the place, the arrangement of the troops were such that no man could have a full view of the acts and conduct of the commanding officer. His duty was of a simple kind. The commands that he gave were abiding ones, and after their places had been taken, the duties of the soldiers and of their officers were of a simple and an elementary kind. They were those of self defense. Every witness who has been called has stated only a fractional part of what was done by other officers, and if the testimony of some was alone to be considered, you would have thought that not only was Reno absent, but that very many officers and men had no part whatever in this engagement. And yet, Lieutenant Hare testified that he heard Reno select the position where the stand was made. Sergeant Culbertson testified that Reno was exercising control over his men on the afternoon of the 25th. He saw him also near the pack horses that afternoon, in a position of very great danger. He saw him the same evening on the left, where the line of breastworks was built, also a dangerous place. He saw him in the morning of the 26th, about 8 o’clock, coming from the direction of D Company’s line down to the breastworks where Captain Moylan was. He saw him moving around at times during that day back of A Company, and passing from one line to the other. He heard him speak with regard to sending for water.

Captain Godfrey testified that when the officers and men were in their places of protection, that he and Reno walked over to the knoll, exposed to the Indian fire, and although Reno, in a laughing way, dodged a bullet, he continued on to the place where Benteen’s company was, a position of great danger. Captain McDougall speaks of walking along the line with Reno when he considered it an act of danger. Martin testified that Reno, about 12 o’clock on the night of the 25th, sent him orders to have reveille sounded in the morning.

It is unmistakable that he was with Company D at that part of the line where it was expected that the severest attack would be made. It is undoubtedly true that when Benteen, because he saw the Indians which Reno could not, gave the orders to charge them, Reno went with the charge. It is the testimony of Varnum that on the 26th day of June, Reno attempted to send a letter, which he afterward succeeded in sending, to General Terry, stating his ability to hold his position, but asking for aid and stores for the wounded.

And on the score of courage, there is but one voice. Lieutenant Wallace, in answer to a request to search his memory and recall the events of the two days and state in what point, if any, Major Reno exhibited any lack of courage as an officer and a soldier, said, “None that I can recall or find fault with.” Lieutenant Varnum says, “Certainly, there was no sign of cowardice or anything of that sort in his conduct, and nothing special the other way.” Captain Moylan, in reply to a question whether during any period of time he saw Reno in the timber he betrayed any evidence of cowardice, said, “No, sir, there was a certain amount of excitement, I suppose, visible on his face, as well as that of anybody else, but any trace of cowardice I failed to discover.” Lieutenant Hare testified, “I think Colonel Reno’s actions and his disposition there saved what was left of the regiment. I saw no evidence of cowardice in Major Reno.” DeRudio said he saw no evidence of cowardice at all. Benteen said that, “Reno’s conduct was about right, sir,” and a man who can afford to forget to mention the charge he made to the river’s edge for water for the wounded can afford to speak with quietness of the bravery of a brother soldier. Benteen said again, in answer to another question, that he saw no evidences whatever of cowardice on the part of Reno. Edgerly said, “When I first came up, Reno was excited; but he did everything that was necessary to be done,” and further said that Reno was fully exercising the functions of a commanding officer. Captain Mathey, in answer to the question, “From all you saw and all that came under your knowledge, had you any charge of cowardice to prefer against Major Reno?” answered, “No, sir.” Captain McDougall testified that there was “no evidence of cowardice or weakness on the part of Major Reno.”

Testimony like that no coward can obtain. It is a record of duty done with quietness, but with effect; without display, but with success. His command needed no inspiring. The promptings of their own high natures sufficiently told them their duty.

Think who gathered around him on the hilltop. Men who had the endorsement which one great military university gives only to soldiers. Others were there, graduates of that trying school, the Civil War, to whom death was a familiar thing and bravery an instinct. Moylan was there, who, on the charge from the timber, dropped back in the Indian fire to strengthen his line; McDougall, who, with Mathey, had guarded the pack train with such determined courage; French, who lost on the hilltop none of the credit he had gained in the timber; Weir fresh from his march down the river; and Godfrey who has since so greatly enlarged his fame; Wallace, whose soldierly knowledge is as impressive as his courage, was with them; and Hare, whose conduct on the bottom and judgment on the advance on the right bank of the stream so greatly approved themselves to his commander. Edgerly was there, who rode with such hot haste to enter the battle; and Varnum, who had forgotten the brave acts that are told of him. And Benteen was there, that soldier of soldiers, clear cut as a cameo, with face kindled into smiles as he stood amid the rain of Indian bullets.

And with those, I gather up and bring to remembrance, those who, lower in place, fought with such prodigious constancy, men like Culbertson, whose type is found in the two sergeants who gathered about the wounded Keogh, and died with him. And with them all, and over them all, was Reno - not surpassing them in bravery, but in that not unequal to them, and better record need no man make.

Many times I have wondered as I sat before you whether if Custer could come back he would own those who, standing in his shadow, claim to represent him; whether to the survivors of the 7th Cavalry he would not say, as they would say to him, “Our efforts failed to be mutual supports because of overwhelming force that confronted each of us, and your honor takes no stain.”

Of the record made a few days after the battle, and now submitted in evidence, I need say nothing to a Court familiar from long personal experience with the manner in which such reports are written. They give a general statement of many matters of which the commanding officer can not have a personal knowledge, and which may prove, under the minute examination of a court of inquiry, to rest on the recollection of others than himself, and for which he is not entirely responsible.

Thus, at greater length, because of sickness, I have tried to put before you now some of the facts bearing upon the conduct of Major Reno during the period of time to which you have directed your attention.

The statement of General Custer made to his officers before Benteen diverged from the column, showed that, after the fullest care, he disbelieved in the presence of the Indians. The announcement made by Girard just before Reno left the tepee, a short distance from the river, disclosed the belief that the Indians were running away. The sleeping Indian village seen by Martin, and, as he testifies, also by General Custer, when the command of the latter was so close to place of its heroic but final struggle, further attests the ignorance of the numbers and plans of the Indians, and of the preparations they were making for resistance.

The large number of Indians, about 1500, seen by Girard to be advancing up the valley to meet Reno, while at the ford; their sudden disappearance, the small number that appeared then in front; the dust behind them indicating a still large number in their rear; the circling of the Indians away from the village, which they would not have left if in feeble strength; and their effort to reach Reno’s rear, and to intercept his crossing, and the support he expected to reach him, told to the practiced eye of an Indian fighter the story of an Indian ambush. The halt before the ravine, which was then seen 400 yards away in front, the skirmish line deployed after the firing began, were overwhelmingly justified even before the Indians, in number about 300 to 500, commenced to emerge from the ravine into which they had hoped the command would plunge in its continued charge.

The withdrawal of the skirmish line, when its continuing on the plain would have been its quick destruction; the charge through the timber by Reno himself to see the position of the Indians on his flank, attest to the excellence of his wisdom and judgment. The retreat from the bottom, not made because of loss of life, but to save life, when its destruction was without value to any command; made not merely according to the discretion which belongs to a commanding officer, but after consultation, as Captain Moylan swears, with him, and with his fullest approbation, it is unmarked, as every reliable witness swears, by any acts of cowardice. The support expected, as Wallace and Moylan testify, from the rear, had not come, and could not come from the other side of the river, except after a delay, on account of the character of the country, which would have rendered it worthless.

The diversion made by Reno lasted until the brief battle, which Custer and his men heroically fought against such prodigious odds, had begun, and the Indians he had detained so much longer than if in one brief, mad rush, he had sacrificed his command, were unneeded to complete it, and too far away to effectively take part in it. The well chosen place on the hill top; the attempted march to Custer, whose fate appalled, by its surprise, the whole army, as well as the country; the sustained valor with which the position was defended until it was delivered unsurrendered to General Terry the second day thereafter, are part of Reno’s history. And through it all, differing as were the demands made upon his character and capacity as a soldier, no man entitled to credit in any human court seeks to say aught against his courage.

Aye, even the privates and non-commissioned officers, on what was almost the field of battle, with one voice commend him and his brother officers for promotion for soldierly bearing. And the General of the Army receives with approbation their high praise of his conduct.

This, may it please the Court, is an imperfect sketch of the case as it has appeared in the testimony to which you have listened, and we now submit to your consideration and decision, with an abiding confidence in your wisdom and sense of justice.

THE SUMMATION OF THE RECORDER, FIRST LIEUTENANT JESSE M. LEE, ADJUTANT, NINTH INFANTRY, GIVEN 11 FEBRUARY 1879

May it please the Court:

The evidence adduced in this case is doubtless so fresh in the minds of the members of the Court that it scarcely seems necessary that I should attempt to give an exhaustive summary of all that has been presented; but at the same time there are some points in connection with this inquiry to which it may not be amiss for me, as Recorder, to invite that attention of the Court.

It would be useless, for one unaccustomed as I am to that which pertains to the legal profession, to attempt to rival the eloquence and learning displayed so brilliantly by the gifted counsel of Major Reno. I make no pretensions in that direction, and it were useless for me to have any ambition of that character; but I shall be content to present my views to the Court in as clear and plain a manner as possible.

First, permit me to say that in any comments I may make in regard to any persons who have been connected with this case, either as witnesses or otherwise, I trust that nothing may be misconstrued, for most certainly I have no personal interest in this case, and whatever I say will be from a sense of duty, and, if I err, I hope it will not be attributed to any bias or prejudice. As far as I am able to discover, this investigation has brought out all the material facts - if any remain undeveloped, it is certainly no fault of mine, for I have endeavored to elicit everything that might have a bearing on this matter, There are doubtless a great many persons who could give testimony in this case who have not come before the Court; but enough witnesses have been called to cover all the ground, and the summoning of other witnesses would only be to give a repetition of fact and details which have been fully laid before the court.

The testimony of 23 witnesses has been taken. Of these, 15 were subpoenaed at the request of Major Reno, as follows:

Lieutenant Colonel M.V. Sheridan, Military Secretary (to General P.H. Sheridan)



	Captain F.W. Benteen,
	7th Cavalry



	Captain Myles Moylan,
	7th Cavalry



	Captain Thomas M. McDougall,
	7th Cavalry



	Captain J. Scott Payne,
	5th Cavalry



	Lieutenant W.S. Edgerly,
	7th Cavalry



	Lieutenant C.A. Varnum,
	7th Cavalry



	Lieutenant L.R. Hare,
	7th Cavalry



	Lieutenant George D. Wallace,
	7th Cavalry



	Lieutenant Edward Maguire,
	Engineer’s Corps



	Citizen F.F. Girard
	



	Dr. (H.R.) Porter,
	Late Acting Assistant Surgeon



	Sergeant (F.A.) Culbertson, Company I,
	7th Cavalry



	Trumpeter (John) Martin, Company H,
	7th Cavalry



	Major M.A. Reno,
	who testified on his own behalf.




Of the foregoing names, the majority were also furnished me, on my application, from Headquarters, Department of Dakota, and from the headquarters of the 7th Cavalry.



	Captain E.S. Godfrey,
	7th Cavalry



	Captain E.G. Mathey,
	7th Cavalry



	Lieutenant C.C. DeRudio,
	7th Cavalry



	Sergeant Edward Davern, Company F,
	7th Cavalry



	Citizen B.F. Churchill
	



	Citizen John Frett
	



	Citizen George W. Herendeen
	



	Colonel John Gibbon, 7th Infantry
	



	Citizen Frederick Whittaker
	




Of this number, all have testified before the Court except Mr. Whittaker. Of all the witnesses who have testified, eleven were officers who were participants in the events of the 25th and 26th days of June 1876. Four were officers who visited the field of battle afterwards. Three were enlisted men who were actually present, and five were citizens who were also present at the time. I mention these matters to show that as wide a scope as possible has been taken in regard to the number of witnesses, and their sources of information bearing upon the subjects of inquiry.

The order convening this Court issued from the War Department at the request of Major M.A. Reno, to investigate his conduct at the Battle of the Little Big Horn River, on the 25th and 26th of June 1876, and the Court is ordered to “report the facts and its opinion as to whether, from all the circumstances in the case, any further proceedings are necessary.” Major Reno’s request is accompanied by a copy of a letter emanating from Mr. Frederick Whittaker of Mount Vernon, N.Y., and addressed to the Hon. Mr. Corlett, of Wyoming Territory, urging a similar request to the House of Representatives.

Major Reno, in his application, refers to that letter, and asks an investigation thereon, thus making it the very basis of his application.

That letter charges Major Reno with various military offenses, all of which are within the scope of this inquiry, as ordered by the War Department, and that letter has been taken as the basis, in part, of this investigation, which, however, under the order constituting the Court, extends to the whole of Major Reno’s conduct as an officer on the days mentioned.

Before going into the merits of this case, it becomes necessary to notice briefly the attack made by Major Reno on the credibility of certain witnesses who are not officers of the army, and especially that directed against Girard. I conceive it to be my duty to respectfully invite the attention of the Court to the fact that the testimony of no witness can be impeached, under the law, save for certain specified causes. Not one of the witnesses who has appeared before this Court has been so impeached, and even in the case of Girard, no evidence whatever has been introduced showing that he is not to be believed. The only imputation against him is one made by Major Reno himself, who states that he discharged Girard because he, Major Reno, “believed he was stealing from the government,” and nothing is submitted in evidence substantiating that belief. It is in evidence, however, that General Custer restored Girard to the place from which he had been dismissed by Major Reno. The well known incorruptibility of General Custer’s character forbids the supposition that he would have restored Girard to duty without satisfactory proof of his honesty, and the fact that Girard now occupies a position of trust and confidence under the government, exhibits the weakness of Major Reno’s imputation against his character.

I have no attacks to make on any witness before this Court, and my honest conviction is that every witness examined had told the truth as to the facts within his knowledge as he saw them, and his opinions are more or less correct in proportion to his means of information, and perhaps his prejudices too; and I do not think the opinions in any case will weigh with the Court beyond their actual value. I believe it to be my duty, however, to present to the Court, and counsel for Major Reno as well, that prejudice either for or against a witness on account of his relations to the Army, whether officer, enlisted man or citizen, cannot for an instant be allowed to influence this Inquiry in any manner whatever. To believe or disbelieve a man on account of his position solely would pervert the ends of justice and render a trial or an inquiry a farce. I imagine that this Court will divest its mind of all such distinctions and will decide this case on its merits as disclosed by the testimony. The bias, interest or prejudice of witnesses as far as they appear in the testimony are proper subjects of consideration in weighing the evidence; but I believe that no extraneous matters can sway the Court in giving its opinion as to Major Reno’s conduct. The evidence of even mule packers as to matters of fact, such as words, blows, threats to kill, and the presence of whiskey, is as good as that of anyone, however exalted, until it is contradicted, There is no material contradiction in this case, even by the testimony of Major Reno, who gives evidence in his own behalf. The opinions of the packers as to sobriety have nothing to do with this case, except as they are founded on facts.

With these prefatory remarks, I now proceed to the subject matter of this inquiry.

The question before the Court, reduced to its simplest form, is as follows: Was the conduct of Major Reno, at the Battle of the Little Big Horn, that of a brave, efficient, prudent and obedient officer? This question involves:

First: The orders under which he was acting, and his obedience to these orders.

Second: His responsibility in any manner for the defeat of the 7th Cavalry in that battle, and the massacre of General Custer and his troops.

Third: Whether he manifested cowardice, timidity, or misbehavior in the face of the enemy in that battle, or any portion of it.

Fourth: Whether he knowingly or through negligence, abandoned General Custer to his fate.

Fifth: Had he any means of informing himself as to the danger in which General Custer’s command was placed, and did he take all measures and make proper efforts to obtain information and act upon it?

Sixth: Were his relations or feelings toward General Custer, his commanding officer, such as would lead him to obey the orders he received from that officer in a hearty spirit of vigorous and unhesitating support, or were they those of distrust and suspicion, leading him to criticize and evade those orders, or neglect his duty?

And lastly, was Major Reno’s conduct during those two days in any other respect unofficerlike, and contrary to what should be expected or required of an officer occupying such a responsible position, and at such a time?

To settle these points, a large mass of testimony has been taken, consisting, to a very considerable extent, of opinion pro and con, to which the court will, of course, give only the weight which properly belongs to the facts on which such opinions are based. I, therefore, think it unnecessary to occupy the time of the Court in recounting these opinions at length; but will proceed to state mainly the facts themselves as brought out by the testimony.

Where the facts are uncontradicted, they will be stated first, and in their proper order, as nearly as possible, and followed by such other facts or matter as may be subject to conflicting testimony.

First: The question as to the orders under which Major Reno was acting is settled by the concurrent testimony of a number of witnesses, all of whom swear to having heard the words. These witnesses mainly agree as to the terms of the order, though there is some variance as to the exact phraseology. These witnesses are Lieutenant Wallace, Dr. Porter, Interpreter Girard, Herendeen the scout, and Major Reno himself confirming them as to the main facts, while his orderly, Davern, swears to substantially the same thing, but with an additional statement. Lieutenant Wallace, Dr. Porter, Major Reno, and his orderly agree that that this order came from Adjutant Cooke. Girard and Herendeen, who perhaps were not so near as the others, give their impression that the order came from General Custer in person. Two facts may account for this discrepancy. Girard and Herendeen may have heard General Custer himself give the order in the first instance to Adjutant Cooke, or the similarity in the dress of General Custer and his adjutant (to which I believe Lieutenant DeRudio testified), may have caused them to mistake the identity of the person giving the order.

The terms of this order as heard by Lieutenant Wallace, and repeated from memory are as follows: “The Indians are two miles and a half ahead; move forward as fast as you can and charge as soon as you find them, and we will support.” Davern, the orderly, who at the time had nothing to say and everything to hear, gives nearly the same words, with the prefix; “Mr. Girard comes back to report the Indians,” etc., and the addition; “Colonel Benteen is on your left and will have similar instructions.” Dr. Porter thinks that the words about supporting were in answer to Major Reno’s question; “Will the General support me?” and Major Reno says that heard he was to be supported “with the whole outfit.” Both Herendeen and Girard state that the addition, “take the scouts with you,” was made to the order, and, as a matter of fact, it appears that the scouts did go with Major Reno on his advance toward the Indian village.

When we take into consideration the lapse of time, over two years, since the events occurred, it is reasonable to believe that the witnesses who heard this order have stated its purport as correctly as it is possible to state it in the nature of human recollection, and. it is undisputed that the tenor of the order was a clear and explicit direction to Major Reno to attack the Indians, with no provision expressed in words for a retreat at the discretion of that officer. The only allowance for discretion, as stated by Major Reno himself, was with reference to the rapidity of the advance; “at as fast a gait as you think prudent.” In all other respects, the order was positive and peremptory. Was not Major Reno, as a subordinate commander, bound by all the obligations imposed on an officer to obey that order? Did he hesitate to obey that order? DeHart says that “Hesitancy in the execution of a military order is clearly, under most circumstances, a serious offense, and would subject one to severe penalty; but actual disobedience is a crime which the law stigmatizes as of the highest degree,” and Benet says substantially the same thing.

I think it is O’Brien, a military authority, who says; “A subordinate on receiving an order must obey promptly and implicitly. No time is left him to reflect or deliberate. He must at once comply with the commands he has received, and perhaps a moment’s hesitation or faltering may destroy plans of much importance and extent. In presence of the enemy more particularly is this mechanical obedience due.” I might quote still further, but I think these citations will suffice.

We need go back no further than our late war to illustrate the vital necessity of full and complete obedience to orders. The failure of one subordinate commander has not infrequently brought disaster and defeat to an army. Boldness, vigor, and confidence have times without number won victory over an overwhelming foe, and seldom can it be shown that these essential qualities of a soldier have brought defeat.

But it is urged that there was no plan; that Major Reno was not consulted; that he did not know the ground. Now, a plan to attack an Indian village must of necessity be quick of conception and rapid in execution. General Custer’s plan seems to have been to strike his enemy wherever he found him. The plan of attack was communicated to Major Reno as soon as matured by his commanding officer, and the part assigned him was definitely stated in the order; “Move forward as fast as you can, and charge them as soon as you find them, and we will support.” Did Major Reno obey that order as fully as he could, taking into consideration the means at his disposal and the resistance opposing him? Here, also, the testimony is comprehensive, and the uncontradicted facts are as follows:

The military witnesses are Major Reno, Captain Moylan, Lieutenants Wallace, Varnum, and Hare, with Sergeants Culbertson and Davern. The other witnesses are Dr. Porter, Girard, and Herendeen. All agree that the advance to the ford was made rapidly, that a short halt was made at the river. Some of the horses watered there. After crossing, the companies were soon formed in line, and ultimately galloped toward the village in line of battle, three companies abreast. This advance does not seem to have met with any serious opposition, though three witnesses, Captain Moylan, Herendeen and Culbertson, agree that the Indians fired a few shots at the line but without effect. Major Reno, in his official report says; “I deployed and with the scouts on my left, charged down the valley, driving the Indians with great ease for about two and one half miles.” Dr. Porter says that he saw some Indians driving their ponies down the valley; but Major Reno says every pony he saw had an Indian on it.

After advancing down the valley, Major Reno halted near a point of timber, and deployed a dismounted skirmish line in the open, within a long range of part of the Indian village. This line had a support for its right flank in the timber which bordered the stream; but its left was in the air, and liable to be turned. Meantime the enemy seems, from all the testimony, to have been hovering on his front, and the only positive testimony given, that of Lieutenant Varnum and Orderly Davern, as to the moment when the Indians began to advance, fixes it at the time the line of skirmishers was deployed and halted. There is some conflict in testimony as to whether the skirmish line advanced after it deployed; but, as there are positive statements that a part of it did advance, it seems that at least the right company moved forward for a short distance - but very soon after this, the left of the line swung back, and the weight of the testimony seems to show that this was done without orders, though I believe it is not claimed by any witness that the enemy actually drove it back. The concurrent testimony of several witnesses shows that straggling parties or squads of Indians were passing to the left through the bluffs.

During the swinging back of the line, Major Reno seems to have been on the right in the timber, with a carbine and among the men, on foot. It further appears that after the withdrawal of the line from the open or the plain, the Indians who had been circling at long range became emboldened and closed in nearer the timber, passing the command and crossing its line of retreat. A party of Indians seemed to have circled entirely around the command, concealing themselves in some timber very near the bank of the river in rear of this second position of the command. A very short contest then ensued at the edge of the timber, after the left of the line fell back, and then Major Reno ordered the company commanders to withdraw their men to their horses in a small opening in the midst of the timber, and to mount in column-of-fours. The column headed upstream and away from the Indian village. During the execution of this movement, the fire of the command seems to have entirely ceased, and no definite means appear to have been taken to cover the movement or keep back the Indians. No examination of the timber, by any person, appears to have been made by Major Reno’s order, and he himself, by his own testimony, visited only that portion facing the Indian village. He states that he had made up his mind to leave the timber and get back to the right bank of the river, to a high position, from whence he might see the rest of the regiment, or be seen by them. This he says was his determination before the men mounted, and Dr. Porter testifies that he heard him say to Captain Moylan; “We’ve got to get out of this, to charge the Indians,” or words of like import.

At or about the moment of starting, the party of Indians who had concealed themselves in the timber near the river fired into the column, killing Bloody Knife, and wounding a soldier. The uncontradicted testimony of Herendeen is that Major Reno then shouted, “Dismount!” and immediately after, “Mount!” when the whole command, or what was there, left the timber without further orders, Major Reno taking the lead. Herendeen’s statement that Major Reno stuck spurs to his horse, and led a wild stampede of the entire command is denied by Major Reno.

The manner of leaving the timber and reaching the hill is a matter of dispute among the witnesses. The companies of Captains French and Moylan seem to have left in column-of-fours, headed by Major Reno; but G Company, which was originally on the right of the skirmish line, appears to have received no definite orders to mount, beyond a rumor that the balance were leaving the timber. Major Reno states that he gave the order for G Company to Lieutenant McIntosh; but there is no evidence to show that it was properly communicated to the company, except by rumor, the result being that many of the men of that company did not succeed in mounting and joining the column.

Lieutenant Varnum testifies that he heard some men say, “They are going to charge! They are going to charge!” and that is the way he got the information the troops were going to leave the timber. The horses were reported to be in danger, but Lieutenant Varnum found them all right. It is an undisputed fact that one officer, Lieutenant DeRudio, at least 14 soldiers and two citizens, Herendeen and Girard, were left in the timber or ran back to it from the plain upon finding they had no chance of escape, and another officer, Lieutenant Hare, would have been left but for the merest chance or accident of having a faithful orderly. Some who attempted to escape and overtake the rapidly receding column were ridden down and butchered by a savage foe.

It is also a fact not controverted that no Indians barred or met the front of that column on its way to the river; but they harassed its right flank and rear, killing 27 men and wounding 7 or 8 more, who succeeded in clinging to their horses until they reached the top of the hill. Major Reno in his official report says; “I succeeded in reaching the top of the bluff with a loss of three officers, 29 enlisted men killed and seven wounded.” Major Reno says nothing in his report of the wounded men left in the timber nor of the 14 soldiers who also remained there for some time. It is quite clear that every wounded man who could not cling to his horse, and every man who was dismounted by having his horse killed under him, fell an easy prey to the Indians, and are doubtless accounted for under the heading “killed.”

Upon reaching the river at an unknown ford, considerable confusion ensued. Says Major Reno, “Indians circled above the stream within easy range and deliberately shot the men in the river and on the banks.” No formation is made on the opposite bank to protect the men, whose horses are plunging and rearing to get out. Even a sergeant asks why somebody doesn’t form and keep these Indians back. The movement to the river is described by Dr. Porter and Herendeen as a disorderly rout; by Lieutenant Varnum, as orderly at the head but a rout in the rear. Captain Moylan calls it a “fast gallop,” and Lieutenant Hare a “fast retreat.” Major Reno did not consider it a retreat. Lieutenant Wallace doesn’t designate its character. All the witnesses agree that there was confusion at some part of the column; that it suffered heavily in the rear; that all the killed and wounded on the left bank of the river were abandoned to the enemy; that nothing was done to cover the crossing, and that the movement ceased on the hill when the Indians no longer pursued. It is also not disputed that Major Reno headed the movement as far as the river, and that he was among the first to reach the top of the hill.

Was this movement a charge, a retreat, or a stampede? Major Reno ordered it and it was executed under his direction. He alone is responsible for that movement, and no officer nor man under his command can be held accountable in the slightest degree for any result of that move from the timber. There is no stigma or discredit that can be placed upon an officer or man, the officer who ordered the move is alone responsible. The plan was Major Reno’s and he should have all the credit or discredit which attaches to it.

It is but natural, however, that almost every officer and soldier who survived that disastrous move from the timber to the hill would, in his own mind, by imperceptible degrees, ultimately arrive at a conclusion that after all it was the best thing to do, and results which could not be foreseen at the time may have been taken into consideration to excuse or palliate. Esprit de corps is a strong inducement to participants to do this, notwithstanding they may have no responsibility in the matter. There is necessarily in the minds of the participants a sort of community of interest, and most certainly their judgment and opinions can not remain absolutely impartial. Especially is this liable to be the case after a long lapse of time, when many things are forgotten, and opinions become insensibly modified or changed.

It is for the Court to weigh all this evidence and to determine whether the testimony, after fair consideration, shows that Major Reno obeyed the peremptory order that he had received from General Custer to the full extent of his ability. Major Reno took the responsibility of disobeying General Custer’s order. He left the timber, not on account of the losses that had occurred, but of what might occur. The ammunition was not half gone, though there had been a free use of it at long range. Lieutenant Wallace says had the Indians in the bottom closed in on the retreating column, they would have made short work of it. Lieutenant Varnum said it would never have reached the top of the hill. Lieutenant Hare says, “Had the Indians pursued us to the top of the hill, the command would have lasted about ten minutes.” Fourteen men remained in the timber, and though the Indians saw some of them run back from the plain and take refuge in the timber, they were afraid to follow them in there, and that is characteristic of Indian warfare.

Captain Moylan said he thought Captain Benteen might come in on the left, in the sand hills, and he supposed General Custer would come to their support from the rear. Major Reno must have known as much as his officers about the support. In fact he knew that General Custer said he would be supported. But the Major could look to the rear and, seeing no support, he made up his mind to “get out of that.” He did not wait; he stood not upon his order of going, but went at once. His casualties did not occur in charging toward the village, but in going away from it. His position in the timber threatened the village, and held the bulk of the warriors, perhaps nearly all, in the vicinity of his command. He had but few casualties while there, and with a judicious use of ammunition, might have remained there for several hours.

Second: The question whether or not Major Reno is responsible for the defeat of the 7th Cavalry, and the annihilation of General Custer and his five companies, can only be determined by such facts or indications as appear in the testimony as to the plans and movements of General Custer.

From the testimony of Major Reno, Captain Benteen, and Girard, it appears that General Custer was informed of the presence of the Indians in the valley before he entered the battle, and the only positive testimony (Girard’s) showing the nature of that information is that he was told there were at least 2500 Indians in the valley.

It is settled indisputably that General Custer ordered the witness, Captain Benteen, to scout the country to the left of the main trail, and that he sent him three successive orders proscribing or limiting his movements in that direction. It is also undisputed that, after General Custer had given Major Reno his orders to attack the Indians, he continued his course down the river on the right bank. The last words from General Custer to Major Reno were, “We will support you.” From the time Major Reno started to obey the order, General Custer must have been possessed of that idea, that intention; not for one moment did he forget it. His route downstream lay behind the bluffs or ridge next to the river, mainly unexposed to the view of the hostile Indians. He was hurrying on at a rapid gait to strike the foe. Major Reno’s support might not come from the rear; but he would be supported still - with the sound of Custer’s guns and the cheers of Custer’s men, in front.

Major Reno himself says that he had no reason to believe that General Custer would remain out of the fight with his five companies. Had he reflected for a moment, he must have been satisfied that General Custer was nearer the foe, and had Major Reno waited 20 or 30 minutes before giving the fatal order to put the river between himself and the enemy, he would have seen Captain Benteen with his column coming from the rear, and might have heard Custer’s men in front. With Reno holding the Indians near him, Benteen coming up with 250 men, and Custer striking in front, there was a glorious chance for a thrice-glorious victory. Major Reno slipped his hold and all was lost!

But Major Reno says he had no confidence in General Custer. With that feeling, could he have gone into the battle strong-hearted? It scarcely seems possible that one could do so.

It is only occasionally that we see men under such circumstances rising above all danger, and by an heroic example infusing confidence and courage, and thus grasping the laurel of victory from the very midst of defeat. When General Custer waved his hat from the bluff, he had confidence that Major Reno would hold on, and down the bluffs rode Custer’s column to support Major Reno by a strong attack in flank or rear of the village. Ancient proverbs tell us that “obedience is not truly performed by the body of him whose heart is dissatisfied.” True obedience neither procrastinates nor questions; but it is the “mother of success wedded to safety.”

The testimony of three witnesses, Lieutenants Varnum and DeRudio and Mr. Girard, established the fact that General Custer passed within sight and hearing of Major Reno’s command while that command was engaged with the Indians, and I believe the further testimony of all witnesses who afterward followed General Custer’s trail is that it continued down the right bank of the stream, toward the lower end of the village, till General Custer attacked the Indians by going down a ravine near the spot where his body was found.

These facts, taken in connection with the order which General Custer’s adjutant sent back to Captain Benteen, indicate the conclusion at which Major Reno himself arrives in his official report, made only a few days after the battle, that General Custer intended to support him by attacking the enemy in flank, and the urgent summons to Captain Benteen to “be quick” shows that he expected that officer to cooperate with him in his attack; and the further summons “bring packs” reveals with equal clearness General Custer’s desire to secure the cooperation of all the forces of his command. The place for concentration was on the filed of battle against the enemy, and nowhere else.

The unimpeached testimony of all the witnesses who were left in the timber by Major Reno is, in effect, that General Custer went into action near the place where his body was found, as indicated by the direction from whence the sound of firing came, and at a period of time distinctly after Major Reno had left the timber. The nature of the country, as described by all the witnesses, prevented General Custer from seeing Major Reno’s command after the time at which Lieutenant DeRudio saw the General and Adjutant on the bluff.

The inference from the testimony is, therefore, perfect that the last view had by General Custer of Major Reno’s command was when the latter was engaged; that he waved his hat, signaling to Major Reno’s command his own cheering words to his brave men, “Courage, boys.” He did this, doubtless, with the hope of being seen by someone, and then went back to his own column, to make a flank attack in support of Major Reno. It is undisputed, save by opinion, that General Custer’s engagement did not commence till after Major Reno had left the timber to retreat to the hill.

It is an undisputed fact that General Custer received no support whatever from the seven companies of his regiment which remained on the hill under Major Reno’s command. It seems that there was indecision and tardiness, and that the move that was made downstream was not begun by Major Reno’s orders until after the pack train had arrived. Two pack mules were sent for, each carrying 2000 rounds of ammunition; the packer Churchill testified that he unpacked and packed the two boxes in his charge, and that none was issued, at that time on the hill, from what he had brought up. Lieutenant Wallace testifies that he saw one box opened, and men helping themselves. So it appears that Major Reno’s command was not so badly in need of ammunition after all. In fact, Major Reno does not allege that as his reason for leaving the timber.

Major Reno says he did not intend moving down toward where General Custer was supposed to be until after the arrival of the pack train. It was then too late. The field was lost, and General Custer and the last of his men were weltering in their gore.

The true character of the struggle on General Custer’s field can only be definitely ascertained from Indians, and their statements are generally unreliable in such matters. Leaving out mere matters of opinion, it appears to me, from all the testimony, that General Custer’s column never attempted a crossing at the ford “B.” He must have gone around the head of that ravine and evidently sought to cross and attack the village lower down. The route to ford “B” was inaccessible from the bluffs except for about 50 yards at the mouth of the ravine. It seems conclusive that his struggle began soon after Major Reno reached the hill.

The well-known capacity, tenacity, and bravery of General Custer and the officers and men who died with him forbid the supposition of a panic and a rout. There was a desperate and sanguinary struggle, in which the Indians must have suffered heavily. From the evidence that has been spread before this Court, it is manifest that General Custer and his comrades died a death so heroic that it has but few parallels in history. Fighting to the last, and against overwhelming odds, they fell on the field of glory. Let no stigma of rout and panic tarnish their bloodbought fame. Their deeds of heroism will ever live in the hearts of the American people, and the painter and the poet will vie with each other in commemorating the world-wide fame of Custer and his men.

It is for the Court to decide on all the facts whether Major Reno is in any way responsible for the defeat of the 7th Cavalry and the massacre of General Custer and his command.

Third: Whether or not Major Reno exhibited cowardice in the battle at any time is a matter which must be more in the nature of presumptive evidence than of direct or positive proof. Though the majority of witnesses have testified that they themselves saw no direct indication of cowardice, yet it must be remembered that these statements are very much in the nature of opinions. Three uncontradicted witnesses, Dr. Porter, Herendeen, and Captain Godfrey, swear to actions manifesting confusion, fear, and nervous timidity. Lieutenant Edgerly testifies as to the aimless firing of a pistol by Major Reno at a thousand yards from the enemy, which he construed as an act of defiance. Defiance at three-quarters of a mile with a pistol is neither evidence of coolness nor courage. The direct evidence of Churchill and Frett as to the nature of Major Reno’s conduct on the night of June 25 may be taken as an illustration of Major Reno’s character. The testimony of all three is substantially denied by Major Reno, and the Court must decide as to its credibility. Dr. Porter testifies that Major Reno offered him his carbine when going into the fight. When reaching the hill, Dr. Porter refers to the demoralization, to which Major Reno replies, “That’s a charge.” Lieutenant Varnum rushes to the head of the flying column to take charge of it, sees Major Reno there, and says nothing more.

Upon reaching the hill, or soon after, Major Reno orders Lieutenant Varnum to go and bury Lieutenant Hodgson’s body; but there are neither picks or spades, as the pack train had not arrived. He orders Captain French to go, and in ten minutes he orders him back. Major Reno goes down himself, and remains away half an hour, and it turns out that Lieutenant Hodgson’s body is not buried until the 27th, and then by Captain McDougall. Sergeant Davern reports the loss of his carbine, and he swears that Major Reno said he had lost both his carbine and pistol. Major Reno denies this. When advancing down the bottom, Major Reno tells some of his men that he will give them hot work enough. Is this any evidence of courage and coolness? Was such a remark to a recruit calculated to inspire confidence and fearlessness? Lieutenant Hare, I believe it was, who testified that a bugle was sounded on the advance; but no signal note warned the command that it was to leave the timber.

When Major Reno arrived on the hill and saw Captain Benteen’s column approaching, he says, according to Lieutenant Hare’s testimony, “We have assistance now, and we will avenge our dead comrades.” No attempt was made until the pack train came up, which was nearly an hour afterward.

In considering the opinions advanced by the officers and men, two things must necessarily be taken into consideration; esprit de corps, and the personal interest which witnesses feel. These may unconsciously shape their opinions, or bias their judgment, and the testimony of impartial witnesses, unbiased by either, must always weigh heavily against such opinions.

Fourth: Were General Custer and his command, through the cowardice or negligence of Major Reno, abandoned to their fate? The uncontradicted evidence shows that General Custer did, in point of fact, receive no assistance from Major Reno, who was in command of fresh troops on the hill. The question as to culpable negligence is a matter of opinion, and will be referred to in the next heading.

Fifth: Could Major Reno have known General Custer’s danger? The means of information at command of Major Reno as to the danger of his commanding officer are settled by the testimony of every witness save himself and Captain Benteen.

Major Reno stands alone in denying in 1879 that he was informed that there was fighting down the river after he arrived on the hill, June 25, 1876. He now states that he neither heard firing nor was it reported to him at that time. In his official report, he states: “We had heard firing in that direction, and knew it could only be Custer.” Captain Benteen heard disputes about firing, though he heard none himself from the Custer field. Even Captain Godfrey, who admits to being somewhat deaf, swears that he heard more or less firing from that direction. The Indians had nearly all left Major Reno’s front, and great dust and smoke were seen by witnesses in the direction of the hostile village.

It thus seems clear from the evidence and from the fact that Major Reno, by his own admission, already knew the presence of a heavy force of the enemy between himself and General Custer; that he had every reasonable means of knowing that his commanding officer was in great danger.

Sixth: The question of the spirit in which Major Reno entered the battle is settled by himself, in his own testimony. He says, “I had known General Custer as a soldier for a long time, and I had no confidence in his ability as a soldier; I had known this all through the war.” It is for the Court to determine, from his own open statement and from the facts developed from the evidence, whether he heartily supported his commander. Obedience is born of confidence and respect, and, for some reason, Major Reno seems to have entertained toward General Custer neither of these generous sentiments. When we remember the brilliant record of the gallant Custer, the continued confidence reposed in him during an eventful war, the rapid ascension in rank and esteem in the hearts of the American people, we naturally pause with astonishment that any of his subordinate commanders should despise his ability as a soldier.

The final question as to other matters affecting Major Reno’s conduct during the battle of June 25 and 26 is plain and clear as to facts, while opinions are as various as it is possible for them to be. The bravery of the officers and men under Major Reno’s command during the fighting on these two days is without question. The gallant charge made by Captain Benteen, Weir, McDougall and others merit the highest praise; but whether the conduct of Major Reno was all that could be expected or required of a commanding officer is for the Court to determine from the evidence adduced.

I desire to especially invite the attention of the court to the great diversity of opinion as to the number of hostile Indians. The estimates vary all the way from 1500 to 9000 warriors. One witness thinks there were from three to six warriors to a lodge. The moving village is described as two and one-half miles long and about a half mile wide, a dense mass, as closely packed as could be to move along. Now allowing 54 square feet for each pony, that area would contain 1,134,220 ponies; but allowing 216 square feet for each pony would give 283,555. If there were 28,000 ponies, each one would have a space of 2,160 square feet, which would make them appear somewhat scattered.

Major Reno, in his official report, says, “I think we were fighting all the Sioux nation, and also all the desperadoes, renegades, half-breeds, and squaw-men between the Missouri and the Arkansas, and east of the Rocky Mountains, and they must have numbered at least 2500 warriors. It will thus be seen that there are no means of arriving at anything like a reasonably correct estimate of the number of warriors in that hostile village. Judging from the variety of opinions, that matter cannot be settled. I fear it will forever remain involved in doubt and obscurity.

In conclusion, I wish to invite the attention of the Court to a few brief extracts from the official report of Major Reno. In speaking of the division of the regiment into battalions, he says; “I assumed command of the companies assigned to me, and without any definite orders moved forward with the rest of the column and well to its left. I saw Benteen moving farther to the left, and as they passed he told me he had orders to move well to the left and sweep everything before him.” After describing the moving off of the Indian village on the 26th, Major Reno says; “We now thought of Custer, of whom nothing had been heard and nothing seen since the firing in his direction about 6 p.m. on the evening of the 25th, and we concluded that the Indians had gotten between him and us and driven him toward the boat at the mouth of the Little Big Horn River.” Captain Benteen, in reference to his move to the left, states in his report, which accompanies that of Major Reno, that, “I had then gone about fully ten miles. The ground was terribly hard on horses, so I determined to carry out the other instructions, which were that if, in my judgment, there was nothing to be seen of Indians, valleys, etc., in the direction I was going, to return with the battalion to the trail the command was following.”

The Court has patiently investigated all matters within the scope of this inquiry, and is now in possession of a number of established facts upon which its opinion is to be based.

I believe that my duty is done, and I wish to express to the Court my thanks for its patience and forbearance, and to the talented and accomplished counsel who has so ably represented Major Reno in this Inquiry. I wish to say that his connection with this case has been, to me, most pleasant and instructive.

THE FINDINGS OF THE RENO COURT OF INQUIRY

The Court of Inquiry assembled by Special Orders No. 255, dated Headquarters of the Army, A.G.O., Washington, November 25, 1878, reports in obedience to that order the following facts involving the conduct of Major Marcus A. Reno, 7th Cavalry, in regard to the Battle of the Little Big Horn fought June 25 and 26, 1876:

First: On the morning of the 25th of June, 1876, the 7th Cavalry, Lieutenant Colonel G.A. Custer commanding, operating against the hostile Indians in Montana Territory, near the Little Big Horn River, was divided into four battalions, two of which were commanded by Colonel Custer in person with the exception of one company in charge of the pack train, one by Major Reno and one by Captain Benteen.

This division took place from about 12 to 15 miles from the scene of the battle or battles afterward fought.

The column under Captain Benteen received orders to move to the left for an indefinite distance (to the first and second valleys) hunting Indians with orders to charge any it might meet with.

The battalion under Major Reno received orders to draw out of the column, and doing so, marched parallel and only a short distance from the column commanded by Colonel Custer.

Second: About three or four miles from what afterwards was found to be the Little Big Horn River where the fighting took place, Major Reno received orders to move forward as rapidly as he thought prudent until coming up with the Indians who were reported fleeing, he would charge them and drive everything before him, and would receive the support of the column under Colonel Custer.

Third: In obedience to the orders (given by Colonel Custer) Captain Benteen marched to the left (south) at an angle of about 45 degrees, but meeting an impracticable country, was forced by it to march more to his right than the angle above indicated, and nearer approaching a parallel route to that trail followed by the rest of the command.

Fourth: Major Reno, in obedience to the orders given him moved on at a fast trot, on the main Indian trail until reaching the Little Big Horn River, which he forded, and halted for a few minutes to reform his battalion.

After reforming, he marched the battalion forward towards the Indian village, downstream or in a northerly direction, two companies in a line of battle and one in support, until about half-way to the point where he finally halted, when he brought the company in reserve forward to the line of battle, continuing the movement at a fast trot or gallop, until after passing over a distance of about two miles, when he halted and dismounted to fight on foot, at a point of timber upon which the right flank of his battalion rested.

After fighting in this formation for less than half an hour, the Indians passing to his left rear, and appearing in his front, the skirmish line was withdrawn to the timber and the fight continued for a short time, half an hour or 45 minutes in all, when the command, or nearly all of it, was mounted, formed, and at a rapid gait was withdrawn to a hill on the opposite side of the river.

In this movement one officer and about 16 soldiers and citizens were left in the woods, besides one wounded man or more; two citizens and 13 soldiers rejoining the command afterwards.

In this retreat Major Reno’s battalion lost some 29 men in killed and wounded, and three officers, including Dr. DeWolf, killed.

Fifth: In the meantime, Captain Benteen having carried out as far as was practicable the spirit of his orders, turned in the direction of the route taken by the remainder of the regiment and reaching the trail followed it to near the crossing of the Little big Horn, reaching there about the time Reno’s command was crossing the river in retreat lower down, and finally joined his battalion with that of Reno on the hill.

Forty minutes or an hour later the pack train, which had been left behind on the trail by the rapid movement of the command, and the delays incident to its march, joined the united command, which then consisted of seven companies, together with about 30 or 35 men belonging to the companies under Colonel Custer.

Sixth: After detaching Benteen’s and Reno’s columns, Colonel Custer moved with his immediate command on the trail followed by Reno to a point within about one mile of the river, where he diverged to the right (or northward) following the general direction of the river to a point about four miles below that afterwards taken by Major Reno, where he and his command were destroyed by the hostiles. The last living witness of this march, Trumpeter Martin, left Colonel Custer’s command when it was about two miles distant from the field where it afterward met its fate. There is nothing more in evidence as to this command, save that firing was heard proceeding from its direction, from about the time Reno retreated from the bottom up to the time the pack train was approaching the position on the hill.

All firing which indicated fighting was concluded before the final preparations in Major Reno’s command for the movement which was afterwards attempted.

Seventh: After the distribution of ammunition and a proper provision for the wounded men, Major Reno’s entire command moved down the river in the direction it was thought Custer’s column had taken and in which it was known General Terry’s command was to be found.

This movement was carried sufficiently far to discover that its continuance would imperil the entire command, upon which it returned to the position formerly occupied, and made a successful resistance, till succor reached it. The defense of the position on the hill was a heroic one against fearful odds.

The conduct of the officers throughout was excellent, and while subordinates in some instances did more for the safety of the command by brilliant displays of courage than did Major Reno, there was nothing in his conduct which requires the animadversion of this Court.

 OPINION

It is the conclusion of this Court in view of all the facts in evidence, that no further proceedings are necessary in this case, and it expresses this opinion in compliance with the concluding clause of the order convening the Court.

John H. King

Colonel 9th Infantry

President

J.M. Lee

First Lieutenant & Adjutant, 9th Infantry

Recorder

THE ENDORSEMENTS TO THE RECORD OF THE PROCEEDINGS OF THE RENO COURT OF INQUIRY

War Department,

Bureau of Military Justice

February 21, 1879

Hon. Geo.W. McCrary,

Secretary of War.

Sir:

I have the honor to submit the record of the proceedings of a Court of Inquiry convened by order of the General of the Army at the request of Major Marcus A. Reno, 7th Cavalry, “for the purpose of inquiring into that officer’s conduct at the battle of the Little Big Horn River on the 25th and 26th days of June, 1876.”

After daily sessions with scarcely an omission for twenty-six days, and the taking of much testimony the Court arrived at conclusions which are set forth at length in the second volume of the record. The testimony taken by the Court has been examined with sufficient minuteness to justify, it is believed, an entire concurrence in the results so reached.

The statement of facts with which the Court introduces its opinion of the inexpediency of further proceedings in the case, is regarded as a very accurate summary of the testimony which describes the movements of Major Reno’s command from the time it was detached from the main column by Gen. Custer’s orders, until its relief by the arrival of Gen. Terry in person, after the two days engagement with the Indians under Sitting Bull. I concur with the Court in its exoneration of Major Reno from the charges of cowardice which have been brought against him, and in its conclusion that no further action is required.

The object of Gen. Custer in detaching Major Reno is shown to have been to attack the Indians simultaneously on opposite sides of their encampment or village. Their number appears to have been far greater than Gen. Custer imagined, and very far in excess of the force under his command. On Major Reno arriving within striking distance, he appears to have attacked at once, but being met by overwhelming numbers, was compelled to fall rapidly back and intrench himself on the summit of a hill a short distance from the battlefield. This hill was four and a half miles by measurement from the point at which Gen. Custer lost his life. Faint firing from the direction of Custer’s command was heard by some, but not by all, of Major Reno’s detachment. But the testimony makes it quite clear that no one belonging to that detachment imagined the possibility of the destruction of Gen. Custer’s troops; nor, had this idea suggested itself, does it seem to have been at any time within their power, fighting as they were for life under the attack of a body of Indians vastly outnumbering them, to go to his assistance. The common feeling was at the time one of anger with Gen. Custer for sending them into so dangerous a position and apparently abandoning them to their fate. The suspicion or accusation that Gen. Custer owed his death and the destruction of his command to the failure of Major Reno, through incompetency or cowardice, to go to his relief, is considered as set at rest by the testimony taken before the present Court.

It is respectfully recommended that the conclusions of the Court be approved.

W.M. Dunn

Judge Advocate General

Headquarters of the Army, Washington, D.C., March 5, 1879

The findings of the Court of Inquiry in the case of Major Reno are approved and the proceedings are respectfully forwarded to the Hon. Secretary of War.

W.T. Sherman

General

The proceedings and findings are approved, by order of the President.

Geo. W. McCrary

Secy. Of War

March 5, 1879

General Orders No. 17.

Headquarters of the Army.

Adjutant General’s Office.

[I and II are the findings and the approval by order of the President which have already been reproduced above. The final step was as follows]

III. By direction of the Secretary of War, the Court of Inquiry of which Colonel JOHN H. KING, 9th Infantry, is President is hereby dissolved.

BY COMMAND OF GENERAL SHERMAN:

E.D. Townsend,

Adjutant General.

[CN] 5.16

 [CT] CAPTAIN GEORGE K. SANDERSON: REPORT OF APRIL 7, 1879, RELATIVE TO REBURIALS ON CUSTER’S FIELD

On 18 November 1878, Lt. Col. George P. Buell, commanding Fort Custer, received an order dated 29 October directing that an inspection and cleanup of the Custer battlefield be undertaken at the earliest opportunity. It was not until the end of March of the next year that circumstances, particularly weather, allowed a realistic opportunity for complying with this order (which had come from Terry’s headquarter). Captain George K. Sanderson of the 11th Infantry, acting under orders from the new post commandant, Lieutenant Colonel A.G. Brackett, was in command of the party which was sent to the battlefield.

Sanderson was operating under general and specific instructions to inspect the field, collect any exposed remains and inter these in a stone cairn to be constructed on the high point of the ridge where the last stand had taken place. He was to leave the already marked gravesites of the officers alone, except to make them more secure as he determined was necessary and he was to sweep the surrounding country for any remains which might have been missed by previous details.

Sanderson’s actions were delineated in his report of 7 April 1879, made to the Post Adjutant of Fort Custer. Portions of that report are reproduced below. I have corrected some obvious errors in spelling and grammar and have edited some extraneous material, but have left everything of significance exactly as Sanderson wrote it.

Students of the aftermath of the fights on the Little Horn will already know that Captain Sanderson was responsible for erecting the first monument on Custer Hill - the “cordwood monument.” I have a framed photograph of that monument above my desk, and the photo is captioned as having been taken in 1877, copyright L.A. Huffman. The photograph was actually made in 1879 by S.J. Morrow, who accompanied Sanderson’s party to the battlefield. Copies of many of these Morrow photographs were appended to Sanderson’s report. Morrow later sold the negatives and reproduction rights to Mr. Huffman. I am not sure where the date came from, as there is no doubt as to when the monument was erected.

 Fort Custer M.T.

 April 7 1879.

Post Adjutant:

Sir: I have the honor to report that in obedience to your instructions I went to Custer battlefield, to carry out orders in regard to graves at that point.

I found it impossible to obtain rock within a distance of five miles. I accordingly built a mound…out of cord wood, filled in the center with all the horse bones I could find. In the center of the mound, I dug a grave, and interred all the human bones that could be found, parts of four or five different bodies. This grave was then built up with the wood for four feet above ground, well covered, and the mound built over and around it [this is a bit confusing, but probably indicates that the grave was filled in with dirt, covered with wood, and the wood covered with dirt. The photo seems to confirm this] The mound is ten feet square and about eleven feet high [and] is built on the highest point, immediately in rear of where Gen’l Custer’s body was found.

Instead of disinterring any remains, I carefully remounded all graves that could be found. At each grave a stake was driven, where those that had been previously placed had fallen. Newspaper reports to the effect that the bodies still lay exposed are sensational. From a careful searching of the entire ground, the few remains now buried beneath the mound were all that could be found. I believe the large number of horse bones lying over the field has given rise to some of such statements, and to prevent any such statements being made in the future, I had all the horse bones gathered together and placed in the mound, where they can not be readily disturbed by curiosity seekers.

The ground to the north and east of the field was well-searched, for six miles in each direction, but no trace of any remains were found - nor anything to indicate that any persons were killed in that direction.

The whole field now presents a perfectly clean appearance, each grave being remounded. …It ought to be understood that if the bodies are to be removed to the Custer point, that his [John Crittenden’s] grave should remain undisturbed, it being generally known that it is the desire of his family not to have the remains disturbed. A stone should be sent to replace the wooden cross now over his grave…

 I am Respt.          

 Your Obedient        

 G.K. Sanderson        

 Capt. 11 U.S. Infantry.





[CN] 5.17

[CT] THE 7TH REGIMENT OF CAVALRY, UNITED STATES ARMY: ROSTERS PERTAINING TO REGIMENTAL ASSIGNMENTS, STRENGTHS, CASUALTIES AND BATTLE STATISTICS ON THE CAMPAIGN WHICH CULMINATED IN THE SERIES OF ACTIONS KNOWN AS THE BATTLE OF THE LITTLE BIG HORN, JUNE 25 AND 26, 1876

No study of the Custer battle can be profitable or complete without an in-depth analysis of the strengths of the combat companies and the assignments of individuals. To understand what happened and to explore the many questions surrounding the events of 25 and 26 June, one must dig into the muster rolls, the detachments in the field and where casualties occurred.

For example, it has been widely asserted that the Seventh Cavalry had a large number of recruits in its ranks in the battle. Testimony at the Reno Inquiry put the number as high as 50% in some companies and some officers at other times put the overall number at 20 to 30%. Were these statements correct? How can one know without knowing the enlistment dates of the men? Were there any survivors of Custer’s fight? How many men were actually missing - was it 30?, or 8?, or 12? To answer that question, one must know how many men were in the fight and how many bodies were recovered, etc., etc., etc. 

There are several published rosters for the campaign, all of them being different and none of them being complete or totally satisfactory. The rosters and statistical tables which follow cover the period 17 May to 30 June 1876, with particular emphasis on the period 22 to 27 June 1876. This latter period encompasses the march of the Seventh Cavalry from near the mouth of Rosebud Creek and the fights in which the regiment was engaged with hostile Indians on the 25th and 26th of June, which the author has chosen to call “The Fights on the Little Horn.” The assignment of each individual is given, where that assignment has been determined and definitely established.

No numbers are used without concrete specific backup in the form of the names of the personnel involved. If it is stated that x number of men were detached at the Powder River, there will be a listing of their names and those names will appear in the “Complete Roster.” There are no numbers which do not “add up” or “balance,” and no person is shown as being in two places at the same time - which is sometimes the case in the original documents.

The placement of individuals and casualties is taken directly from source documents and from anecdotal evidence. It is possible that the date of a casualty may therefore be in error, or that the positioning may be slightly off, e.g. wounded in the timber instead of on the retreat from the valley, but there cannot be more than two or three of these types of errors and they would, in any event, not compromise any conclusions or commentaries.

The company rosters and the tables which give strengths and casualties are as correct as “due diligence” can make them. They show who was where on the Little Horn campaign and they give accurate rosters, indicate detached personnel and give the real numbers and statistics pertinent to a credible and thorough study of the campaign and fights. Someone is supposed to have said that “there are lies, damned lies, and statistics.” The reality is that numbers do not lie, although they can be used by some to mislead, misrepresent or paint a particularly desired picture. There was certainly a lot of this activity following Custer’s disaster on the Little Horn. Hopefully, the true picture will emerge from this study.

For the sake of simplicity, I have treated the Pack Train as a separate entity throughout the statistical tables, although there is no question but that many of the men assigned to the packs rejoined their companies once the position on the bluffs was consolidated. For the same reason, some postings are shown as if they had been made at the beginning of the campaign, when in fact they were made during the course of the expedition. None of these admittedly arbitrary adoptions changes anything in any material respect.

It is perhaps a good time to emphasize the fact that we do not know with any degree of certainty exactly how many men were assigned to the packs or specifically who all of these men were. Various numbers are given in various sources as to the number of men from each company assigned to the pack train - 6, 7 and 8 are the most commonly seen. Lieutenant Mathey, who should have known but who obviously did not, told the Reno Court that he had “about 70 men” and “4 or 5” civilians. The best anecdotal evidence however, suggests that each company had 14 pack mules. This would require 7 men, at two mules per man and every source agrees that a noncom was assigned from each company to oversee that company’s pack operations. Thus I come to the conclusion that one noncom and seven others were detailed from each company. And the evidence shows that there were twice as many civilians as Mathey thought.

As mentioned, we do not have any documentation as to who all of these men were, although we can identify some of them from their own evidence or from stories told by others. Where I have identified the individuals so assigned, I have underlined their names in the Company Rosters sections. In addition to these pack details, there were a few other men detached to the packs for various other reasons, principally to look after the spare horses of some of the officers. Where I have been able to positively identify these men, I have underlined their names in the Company Rosters sections as well.

There is one group of men which requires special attention and that is the rather large number of survivors from the companies which perished with Custer. This number cannot easily be accounted for by detachments to the packs or by the handful of stragglers that have been identified over the years - there are simply some men for whom no explanations are available. All of these “survivors” are listed by name under the Pack Train as a convenience, since they obviously did not go into the fight with their companies. Interestingly enough, there is no record of stragglers from any of the other companies, despite the supposed condition of the horses and men.

In compiling the listings of casualties, I have also classified as “killed” those men who died of wounds suffered in the actions. There were 5 of these men and hence the number of 268 killed. None of the wounded-subsequently-died men served with the Custer battalions. I show no men “missing in action,” except scouts. 

Discussion 4 is devoted to the question of the number of raw recruits and the effect this might have had on the outcome of the fights. Both Graham and Marquis have attributed some part of the result, albeit considerably different parts, to the “recruit factor,” and other writers have echoed that plaint.

The under-strength situation of the Seventh has been a common thread running though virtually all narratives and analyses of the campaign. It is true and obvious from the Complete Roster that the regiment was woefully short of officers, some of them having been on detached service for a large part of their careers with the regiment. Internal transfers could not totally alleviate this problem, which indeed was exacerbated by temporary postings to the scout detail. None of the combat companies had a full complement of officers during the fights.

It was another story with enlisted strength. The regiment was not terribly under-strength until it reached the Powder River, where a supply depot was established and where the dismounted troopers were left behind. It is not generally known that a great many cavalrymen walked or rode in wagons to the Powder, only to find that no mounts were or would be available to them there, except those freed up from the dismounting of the band. There is no question but that these men, despite the fact that most of them were recruits, could have helped out at the Little Horn, but it is certain that their possible contributions could not have made any difference in the outcome

THE COMPLETE ROSTER OF THE SEVENTH CAVALRY

**denotes killed in action, *denotes wounded in action. Locations of casualties are given in the company and battalion rosters which follow the Complete Roster. Also given are enlistment dates, ages, alternative name spellings, and other special notes regarding individuals and units.
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The following is a complete listing of the “civilian” personnel who accompanied the Seventh Cavalry from the camp near the mouth of Rosebud Creek to the Little Horn. The Indian scouts were in fact enlisted usually as privates and usually for six-month terms. Many of them had seen previous service on military expeditions. Packers, guides and interpreters were employed on contract by the regimental or departmental quartermaster department on an “until no longer needed” or “end of the campaign” basis.
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COMPANY AND BATTALION ROSTERS FROM THE ROSEBUD TO THE LITTLE HORN

(age) Approximate age at the time of the fights is indicated. Note that many enlistees were in fact under age at enlistment and lied about their ages. One or two may have made themselves out to be younger than was the truth. Also indicated:(enlistment date and details); MIL – previous military experience; ACW – served in the Civil War. **killed, *wounded. Where casualty was incurred is shown immediately following the casualty “code.” Commonly-encountered alternative spellings are given following the correct personal information, which is based upon the archival record, including enlistment records.

THE RENO BATTALION

HEADQUARTERS UNIT 

Maj. Reno, Marcus A. (41) commanding the battalion.

2Lt. Hodgson, Benjamin H. (28) acting as adjutant to Reno** Retreat

Pvt. Abbots, Harry (22) [8 Oct 75]

 Clear, Elihu F. (32) [4 Jan 72. 2nd enl.] (Clair Eli U.) **Retreat

 Davern, Edward (30) [12 Aug 72]

 McIlhargey, Archibald (31) [19 Nov 72, 2nd enl.] **Custer

 Mitchell, John (34) [14 Sep 71} **Custer

 Bloody Knife, guide **Timber

 DeWolf, James Madison (33) Acting Assistant Surgeon **Retreat

 Dorman, Isaiah interpreter for the Sioux scouts **Retreat

 Gerard, Frederic Francis (47) interpreter for the Rees

 Herendeen, George B. (29) - (Herndon, Hayndon, Hendeen) scout/courier

 Porter, Henry Rinaldo (28) Acting Assistant Surgeon

 Reynolds, Charles Alexander (34) guide **Retreat

Notes:

Private Abbots was on temporary duty as a hospital attendant. He was a member of E Company and may have been with the pack train - although it is considerably more likely that he accompanied the Reno battalion with its two surgeons. He most definitely was not with his company.

Private Clear was Lt. Luther Hare’s striker and had been detailed as orderly to Dr. DeWolf when Hare was seconded to the Indian Scout Detail. The preponderance of the evidence is that Clear was killed on the eastern side of the river, either at the foot of the bluffs or while climbing [Ryan]. Hare told Camp that Clear was killed just outside the timber.

Doctor DeWolf was killed at roughly the same time and in the same cut in the bluffs as was Clear [Both Varnum and Hare stated that they witnessed DeWolf’s death on the hillside]. This left Porter as the sole surviving surgeon. Both Clear and DeWolf were killed and scalped in full view of the troops who had already reached the hilltop, although like many other sordid details, this was covered up to a certain extent. Clear was a member of Company K. Ironically, DeWolf would have celebrated the first anniversary of his graduation from Harvard Medical School the next day.

Dr. Charles Eastman [refer to B7.105/470] thought that DeWolf might have been the officer who “dispatched” three young warriors, as “The Indians told me of finding peculiar instruments on his person…”

Private Davern was acting as Reno’s orderly. He testified at the Reno Court of Inquiry in 1879. He belonged to Company F. Neither he nor Abbots signed the Enlisted Men’s Petition.

Lieutenant Hodgson was killed on the east bank of the river, after having been wounded at the river crossing and assisted out of the river by holding on to the stirrup of one of the retreating troopers. This latter has been variously identified over the years, but it is generally accepted that he was Trumpeter Charles Fisher of M Company. There is some doubt as to where he was buried and who did the burying.

Privates McIlhargey and Mitchell were both members of I Company and were serving Major Reno, who testified that he sent them, a few minutes apart, from the valley to Custer to advise him that the Sioux were coming out to meet the troops instead of running. McIlhargey was Reno’s striker and Mitchell was his cook. Both were found dead on the Custer field, so it is evident that they reached Custer with the information from Reno.

Bloody Knife, who has often been described as Custer’s favorite scout, was killed in the timber beside Major Reno, just as Reno was about to lead the “charge” out of the timber. It is commonly accepted that Bloody Knife’s death, with its concomitant splattering of blood and brains onto Reno’s blouse, or into his face, in the more dramatic accounts, caused the “Dismount! Mount!” sequence of commands by Reno which caused so much confusion among the troops. Bloody Knife was half Sioux and a special foe of the Lakotas thus his body was severely mutilated. It is said that his head was stuck on a pole and paraded through the village by two of his nieces, who did not know that it was their uncle’s head until they proudly displayed it to their mother. Theodore Goldin however, said that Bloody Knife was not decapitated. The death of Bloody Knife at the side of Major Reno has been very well documented and is one of the more dramatic pictures from the fights. Interestingly enough, Young Hawk says in the ‘Arikara Narrative,’ that “the body of Bloody Knife lay a little back from the brush near the ford.”

Dorman and Reynolds were both killed on the valley prairie, just outside the belt of timber from which the troops fled. Dorman’s horse was shot, and at least one account said that he was trapped beneath it [Runs the Enemy]. His body was also heavily mutilated. His legs had been peppered by small balls, perhaps buckshot, and some thought that this had been done while he was still alive. Herendeen told Walter Camp that he had seen Dorman shot down and “squaws pounding him with stone hammers. His legs below the knees were shot full of bullets only an inch or two apart.” He also stated that Dorman’s body had been ripped open and a coffee pot and cup filled with his blood. Young Hawk confirmed this. Roman Rutten told Camp that Dorman’s horse had been shot, but that Isaiah was “making a stand, down on one knee, coolly firing his sporting rifle” and had called out a farewell to Rutten as he passed. John Dolan reported that Dorman “and many of Co. M were horribly mutilated - both their heads and their privates being cut off.” He also confirmed that Isaiah had been “shot to pieces.”

One version of Reynolds’ death has him being killed instantly while stopping to assist Dr. Porter with a wounded man, although Porter himself testified that he treated only one wounded man in the valley and he did not mention Reynolds being near or being killed. Gerard said at the Inquiry “As I saw Mr. Reynolds just then [as they got out of the woods], I saw several Indians cut him off and shoot him down, and he fell. He appeared to me to have got his leg caught under his horse and he lost his gun…and I turned my horse…and hunted a place where I could defend myself.” Lieutenant Varnum also placed Gerard and Reynolds together at the time the troops started to pull out. Other stories indicate that “Lonesome Charlie” forted himself up beside his downed horse and put up a good fight before losing his life.

John Dolan stated that Reynolds “fell by the side of his horse, making a breastwork of him. He must have died in a hand-to-hand conflict, for he had a revolver open and empty in his hand.” George Herendeen told Walter Camp that Reynolds was killed near Dorman, about 150 yards from the timber. Sgt. Stanislas Roy of A Company told Camp “About 75 or 100 yds. from timber I saw Charlie Reynolds dismounted and wounded, with pistol, standing still and showing fight.” Lt. DeRudio told Camp that “Reynolds was kneeling on one knee, firing at Indians, and probably fired half a dozen shots before Indians got him. He was just outside of timber. His horse had evidently been killed.”

Dr. Porter was one of the true heroes of the Little Horn. He testified at the Reno Inquiry in 1879, and also collected material dealing with the fights [refer to B5.40, B7.74/436/483].

Herendeen had been employed specifically to carry a report of the results of the examination of Tullock’s Creek to Terry. He was not used for this purpose and simply followed the rest of the scouts when they went with Reno. He gave testimony at the Reno Inquiry and also gave valuable statements to newspapers in the 70’s. Walter Camp got a written statement from him later [see Appendix 3.54]. Herendeen had been over the Rosebud trail in 1874 as a member of a mining party.

Fred Gerard also testified at the Reno Court. One of his letters is reproduced in Appendix 2.12, as is his story given to Walter Camp [see Appendix 3.30].
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COMPANY A

The following officers and men were at the Little Horn.

Cpt. Moylan, Myles (37) commanding the company,

1Lt. DeRudio, Charles Camilus (43)

1Sg. Heyn, William (30) [6 Apr 72, 2nd enl.] (Hynes) *Retreat

Sgt. Culbertson, Ferdinand (30) [1 Feb 73, 2nd enl.}

 Easley, John T. (23) [21 Dec 74]

 Fehler, Henry (39) [14 Aug 72]

 McDermott, George (28) [15 Jan 72, MIL] aka Michael Burke

Cpl. Dallans, Henry (25) [5 Nov 72] (Dalious, Dallions) **Retreat

 King, George K. (28) [2 Oct 75, 2nd enl.] (H.) **Hill

 Roy, Stanislas (29) [19 Jan 75, 2nd enl.] (Ray) with packs.

Tpt. Hardy, William (26) [15 Dec 74] aka Charles Laurse

 McVeigh, David (25) [29 Oct 72]

Farr. Bringes, John (31) [22 Sep 71, 2nd enl.]

B/sth. Hamilton, Andrew (27) [17 Apr 72]

Sdlr. Muering, John (28) [5 Dec 75, MIL]

Pvt. Aller, Charles (28) [9 Dec 74]

 Armstrong, John K. (39) [2 Apr 75, 3rd enl.] **Retreat

 Bancroft, Neil (30) [20 Sep 73]

 Baumgartner, Louis (31) [3 Feb 72]

 Blair, Wilbur (35) [18 Sep 72]

 Blake, Thomas (25) [15 Jan 72]

 Bott, George (23) [16 Sep 75]

 Conner, Andrew (34) [8 Nov 72]

 Cowley, Cornelius (30) [9 Dec 74, ACW] aka John Sullivan

 Deal, Jacob (23) [10 Oct 75] (Deihle) *Hill

 Drinan, James (23) [2 Dec 74] (Drinaw, Drinnans) **Retreat

 Durselen, Otto (25) [5 Dec 74] (Durselew)

 Foster, James (26) [9 May 72] (Samuel) *Retreat

 Franklin, John W. (25) [11 Jan 75]

 Gilbert, John H. (22) [6 Oct 75]

 Harris, David W. (23) [29 Sep 73]

 Homsted, Fred (26) [6 Nov 72] (Holmsted) *Retreat

 Hook, Stanton (31) [12 Oct 75, MIL]

 Johnson, Samuel (25) [25 Oct 72]

 Jonson, Emil (23) [22 Jun 74] (Jonsan)

 McClurg, William (21) [23 Sep 75] aka William Irvine

 McDonald, James (22) [29 Sep 75] **Retreat

 Moody, William (34) [15 Dec 74] (Moodie) **Retreat

 Nugent, William (23) [5 Aug 72]

 Proctor, George (26) [15 Jul 72]

 Rawlins, Richard (26) [26 Nov 72] (Rollins, Rowlins) **Retreat

 Reeves, Francis (28) [7 Oct 75] *Retreat

 Seayers, Thomas (22) [10 Sep 75]

 Siebelder, Anton (40) [2 Apr 72, 2nd enl.]

 Stroude. Elijah T. (25) [1 Oct 72] (Strode, Stroud) *Retreat.

 Sullivan, John (25) [7 Dec 74] **Retreat

 Switzer, Thomas P. (25) [8 Sep 75] (Sweetser, Sweetzer) **Retreat

 Taylor, William 0. (21) [17 Jan 72]

 Weaver, Howard (25) [4 Nov 72]

The following A Company personnel were detached at the Powder River Supply Depot to look after company property etc.:

Sgt. Alcott, Samuel (25) [10 Jan 72]

Pvt. Bockerman, August (25) [12 Feb 72]

 Burdick, Benjamin (25) [13 Jan 72]

 Ragsdale, John (25) [23 Jul 72]

The following were detached prior to the expedition, at Fort Lincoln unless otherwise indicated.

Cpl. Cody, John (42) [22 Jun 71, MIL].

Pvt. Kerr, Denis (39) [13 Mar 74, 4th enl.]

 Weiss, John (32) [18 Jun 75, 2nd enl;]

Notes:

There is no question but that this company was under-strength - by about a dozen and a half men, mostly privates. However, the ranks were full of experienced soldiers, despite Sergeant Culbertson’s testimony before the Reno Inquiry. Culbertson stated that “the majority were new men” in respect of the regiment and when asked to expand on that definition, said “Men not in the service more than 5 or 6 months. Most of G Company were new, and a great many of A Company men were new…about 1/3.” In fact not one of the A Company men at the Little Horn had been in the service less than eight months, and only ten of them had less than a year’s service. Two of these men had prior military experience, leaving only eight who could even remotely be described as “new” and then only if one thinks eight or nine months service means absolutely nothing.

Culbertson therefore pulled the wool over the eyes of the Court, did it knowingly and purposefully, and was allowed to get away with it. The lie has been allowed to live for over a hundred years - although I suppose it’s not a lie if you believe that eight is one third of forty-seven, which is the number of A Company men at the Little Horn. Of course, eight of these forty-seven were assigned to the packs, but I think it is reasonable to assume that the percentage of “new men” posted to the train would have been at least the same as in the company generally and eight is still not one third of thirty-nine.

Private Deal was shot in the face, and Foster in the right arm. First Sergeant Heyn was wounded in the knee. Private Homsted received his wound in the left wrist, while Reeves suffered multiple wounds. Elijah Stroude was Lieutenant Varnum’s orderly and was wounded during the run to the ford.

All of the wounded of A Company were evacuated on the Far West.

Private Moody was killed near the western side of the retreat ford and was buried there. A skull discovered in that locality in 1989 might have been Moody’s. Corporal King was severely wounded on the hilltop on 25 June and died aboard the steamer on either 1 or 2 July. He was buried on the north bank of the Yellowstone opposite the mouth of the Big Horn. There is some anecdotal evidence that one of the heads found in the village on the 27th belonged to Private Armstrong of this company[Roy, Hammon, Glease et al] and that he was killed near Isaiah Dorman [Henry Jones, I Company to Walter Camp 2 Jun 1911].

Varnum told the Reno Court that he thought that Corporal Dallans was killed at the ford, probably by Indians firing from the eastern bluffs. Stanislas Roy told Camp [4 Mar 1909] that he was killed “on the east side of the river on the retreat.” Roy also wrote Camp [28 July 1910] that Private Drinan or maybe Private Rollins was also killed on the east side of the river. He was going by a description furnished by John Lattman.

Private Sullivan was found in or near the river in a washout and was not mutilated or otherwise disturbed, apparently having been overlooked by the Indians [Burkman, Roy, Woodruff, Wilson].

Of the non-commissioned and unwounded survivors of the company, only six did not sign the Enlisted Men’s Petition, although twelve of the twenty-six signatures are probably forgeries, according to a 1954 FBI report [Discussion 7].

The “official” officer complement of A was Captain Moylan and Lieutenants Smith and Varnum. Varnum was assigned to command of the Indian scouts, while Smith was “traded” to E for DeRudio. Custer felt that DeRudio was unsuited to command and made the switch at the Rosebud despite previous orders not to do so. DeRudio had complained through official Army channels about Custer’s attempt to transfer him earlier in the year. For statistical purposes, I have assumed that these changes had been made prior to the campaign.

DeRudio, of course, was among those who could not get out of the timber to join the retreat. He rejoined the command on the hilltop on the night of 26/27 June.
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COMPANY G

The following officers and men were at the Little Horn.

1Lt. McIntosh, Donald (37) commanding company (Daniel) **Retreat

2Lt. Wallace, George Daniel (27) acting Engineer Officer

Sgt. Botzer, Edward (31) [26 Nov 71, 2nd enl.] **Retreat

 Brown, Alexander (32) [13 Dec 71, 2nd enl.]

 Considine, Martin (28) [28 Jan 75, 2nd enl.} **Retreat

 Northeg, Olans H. (34) [21 Mar 72, 2nd enl.] (Northey)

Cpl. Akers, James (26) [4 Dec 71]

 Hagemann, Otto (27) [2 Oct 73] (Hagermann) **Retreat

 Hammon, John C. (21) [1 Sep 73]

 Martin, James (28) [6 Feb 72] **Retreat

Far. Wells, Benjamin (32) [5 Dec 71, 2nd enl.] **Retreat

Blk. Taylor, Walter (21) [22 Nov 75]

Sdl. Selby, Crawford (31) [21 Jun 75, MIL] **Retreat

Pvt. Boyle, James (22) [7 Dec 74] *26 Hill

 Brinkerhof, Henry (22) [1 Dec 74] (Cpl.) aka Charles/Harry Reynolds

 Campbell, Charles (21) [3 Apr 76] *26 Hill

 Cornwall, Michael (33) [19 Aug 75. 2nd enl.]

 Dwyer, Edmond (25) [14 Apr 76] (Edward)

 Goldin, Theodore W. (18) [8 Apr 76] AKA John Stilwell

 Graham, Thomas (22) [2 Nov 72]

 Grayson, Edward (38) [18 DEC 72, 2nd enl.]

 Hackett, John (24) [14 Nov 72]

 Johnson, Benjamin (30) [22 Jun 75]

 Lattman, John (28) [14 Oct 73]

 Loyd, George (33) [13 Apr 74]

 McCormick, Samuel (28) [29 Sep 73]

 McDonnell, John (31 [7 Apr 73]

 McEagan, John (28) [6 Feb 72]

 McGinniss, John J. (26) [2 Dec 74] **Retreat

 McGonigle, Hugh (34) [22 Jul 72, 3rd enl.]

 McVay, John (27) [21 Nov 72] *Retreat

 Moore, Andrew J. (25) [23 Jan 72] **26 Hill

 Morrison, John (33) [21 May 75, 3rd enl.] *26 Hill

 O’Neill, Thomas (31) [17 Jan 72, 2nd enl.] aka Thomas Dean

 Petring, Henry (23) [9 Dec 74]

 Rapp, John (28) [29 Sep 73] (Ropp, Papp) **Retreat

 Reed, John (28) [18 Apr 76, 2nd enl.]

 Robb, Eldorado J. (25) [8 Jan 72]

 Rogers, Benjamin (28) [5 Jan 72] (Rodgers) **Retreat

 Seafferman, Henry (36) [11 Jul 72, 4th enl.] (Staferman) **Retreat

 Small, John R. (31) [5 Mar 73]

 Stanley, Edward (25) [22 Nov 75] **Retreat

 Stevenson, Thomas (27) [19 Jul 75, 2nd enl.]

 Wallace, John W. (26) [1 Nov 72]

 Weiss, Markus (29) [27 Feb 76, 2nd enl.]

A fairly large number of Company personnel were detached at the Powder River Depot. Most of them were recruits who could not be mounted due to a lack of horses.

Pvt. Barnet, Charles (19) [21 Mar 76]

 Crussy, Melanchton (30) [1 Dec 75]

 Geist, Frank (22) [14 Apr 76]

 Gray, William (21) [10 Apr 76]

 Henderson, George W. (21) [2 Mar 76]

 Katzenmaier, Jacob (23) [27 Mar 76]

 Kilfoyle, Martin (23) [4 Dec 74]

 Lauper, Frank, (24) [7 Apr 76]

 McKay, Edward J. (22) [12 Apr 76]

 McKee, John (23) [4 Apr 76]

 Rowland, Robert (32) [7 Apr 76]

 Shanahan, John (22) [9 Dec 74]

 Stephens, George W. (23) [4 Apr 76]

 Sullivan, Daniel (23) [8 Dec 74]

 Tulo, Joseph (23) [7 Mar 76]

 Williamson, Pasavan (28) [18 Apr 76]

The following company members were detached at Fort Lincoln, unless otherwise stated, prior to the campaign, and did not go on the expedition.

Cpt. Tourtellotte, John E. (42) detached as ADC to General Sherman

lSg. Garlick, Edward (30) [14 Apr 71, MIL.]

Sgt. Lloyd, Frank (27) [12 Feb 72]

Tpt. Carter, Cassius (27) [22 Jun 75, 3rd enl.] detached at Shreveport

Pvt. Flood. Phillip (28) [3 Dec 74] in asylum at Washington

 Laden, Joseph (26) [18 Dec 72] sick

 Lawler, James (37) [21 Dec 74, 2nd enl] sick

Notes:

The company was almost up to strength with the arrival of the recruits in April, but detachments in the field and prior to the campaign, along with special assignments, left G rather short- staffed at the Little Horn. Still, the vast majority of the men were experienced soldiers, several of them having fought the Sioux before. Sergeant Culbertson of A Company testified at the Reno Inquiry that “Most of G Company men were new” and “not more than half, about half.” The fact is that there were only five men in the company at the Little Horn who had less than a year’s service. Most of the recruits had been left at the Powder River Supply Depot.

Of the four wounded men, Privates Campbell and McVay were shipped out on the Far West. Campbell was wounded in the right shoulder with one of the water parties on the 26th, while McVay had been shot through the hips the previous day.

Only three of the thirty potential signers [Northeg, Goldin and Wallace] signed the Enlisted Men’s Petition.

Lieutenant McIntosh was killed in the valley during the retreat and there are many accounts [See Testimony Appendices] stating that his borrowed horse’s lariat and picket pin were dragging and got caught up in something, resulting in the horse coming to a stop and McIntosh being surrounded by warriors. Botzer and Wells were both killed at the river in the retreat [Goldin, Boyle, Camp]. The skull found by the river in 1989 may have been Botzer’s. Private O’Neill stated [see Appendix 3.86] that Private Rapp was still in the timber after the retreat had begun, holding McIntosh’s horse and was killed at the edge of the woods.

Walter Camp’s notes indicate that Sergeant Considine was found between the timber and the river and that Corporal Hagemann was killed part way up the bluff. He gives no source for this information. Camp also noted that Seafferman’s body was in a “piece of brush” just outside the timber. Private Boyle, however, told Camp that Seafferman’s body was found in the timber. One of the heads found in the village belonged to Private McGinniss, according to both Boyle and Hammon.

According to Camp [letter to Varnum 28 April 1909] one of the heads found in the camps after the fights belonged to either Corporal “Martin or Hagemann, the identification not being certain.”

Andrew Moore was killed either when he rose up to fire [McGonigle] or just as the troops were getting up to charge the Indians [Petring]. Moore told Petring that he thought that he had been shot by one of his own men firing from the hospital area.

O’Neill was abandoned in the woods, where he remained with Lieutenant DeRudio until they rejoined the command on the night of 26/27 June. Private McCormick was also left behind when he gave his horse to Lieutenant McIntosh. He was among those who rejoined the command during the Weir advance.

Both of the company’s trumpeters had been detached. Carter was in Shreveport, while Dose was an orderly-trumpeter with Custer.

One of the very dramatic vignettes from the Little Horn fights and one that has found a place in many studies of the event, is the role of G Company in the formation of the defense line on the hilltop after the withdrawal from Weir Peaks. Captain Benteen stated on several occasions, that he had done the placing of G Company and his sworn testimony before the Reno Court was: “The first I knew of the formation of that line was my telling Lieutenant Wallace to place his company there, pointing out the spot. He said, ‘I have no company; I have only 3 men.’ I said ‘Put yourself and your three men there. I will see that you are supported.’ He did so…” In other versions, Benteen says virtually the same thing, presenting a thrilling picture of this tiny remnant manning the line and, of course, Benteen taking care of them.

It is time to ask “what is wrong with this picture?” What is wrong is almost everything. Wallace himself told the Reno Court that he had seven men from G Company before the advance down the river and since most of the men abandoned in the timber rejoined the command on the way down, there is no possible way that he could have had less than seven, certainly not three. Actually, there were probably at least twenty. O’Neill is the only one who did not rejoin the company on the 25th. We can give Wallace the benefit of the doubt as to whether or not all of the G men had joined the company organization, but there is nothing we can do about Benteen’s stories except to expose them as the self-serving fabrications they were.
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COMPANY M

The following personnel were at the Little Horn.

Cpt. French, Thomas M. (33) commanding company

1Sg. Ryan, John (30) [21 Dec 71, 2nd enl. ACW.]

Sgt. Carey, Patrick (40) [22 Mar 75, 2nd enl.] *26 Hill

 McGlone, John (31) [18 Dec 72]

 O’Hara, Miles F. (24) [30 Oct 72] **skirmish line

 White, Charles (29) [8 Mar 76, 2nd enl.] aka Henry Charles Weihe *Retreat

Cpl. Lalor, William (37) [29 Sep 75, MIL.]

 Scollin, Henry M. (25) [24 Sep 73] aka Henry Cody **Retreat

 Streing, Frederick (24) [19 Oct 72] **Retreat

Tpt. Fisher, Charles (32) [14 Sep 75, 3rd enl.]

 Weaver, Henry C. (33) [1 May 75, 2nd enl.]

Sdl. Donahoe, John (28) [20 Oct 71, 2nd enl.]

Pvt. Bates, Joseph (37) [18 Jul 70, ACW.] aka Joseph C. Murphy

 Braun, Frank (28) [23 Sep 75] **Retreat

 Cain, Morris (23) [16 Sep 75]

 Davis, Harrison (30) [21 Dec 71, 2nd enl. ACW.] aka Henry Harrison Davis

 Gallene, Jean B.D. (27) [30 Sep 73]

 Golden, Bernard (33) [5 Oct 75, 2nd enl.]

 Gordon, Henry (22) [5 Dec 72] **Retreat

 Heid, George (34) [17 Jun 70, 2nd enl.]

 Kavanaugh, Charles (35) [13 Sep 75, 2nd enl.]

 Klotzbucher, Henry (28) [4 Oct 73] **Retreat

 Lorentz, George (24 [13 Nov 72] (Lawrence) **Retreat

 Mahoney, Daniel (24) [28 Sep 75]

 Meier, John H. (30) [3 Sep 73] (Meyer) aka Solomon August/Angst/Unke *Retreat

 Meyer, William D. (23) [16 Dec 75] **Retreat

 Moore, Hugh N. (age unknown) [24 Aug 72]

 Morris, William E. (22) [22 Sep 75] *Retreat

 Neely, Frank (26) [8 Apr 71]

 Newell, Daniel (29) [8 Oct 73] *Retreat

 Pigford, Edward (20) [13 Sep 75] *Retreat

 Robinson, William (32) [6 Nov 74]

 Rutten, Roman (29) [17 Jul 72] aka Roman Ruttenauer *Retreat

 Ryder, Hobart (30) [15 Sep 73]

 Rye, William (27) [9 Oct 75]

 Seamans, John (22) [21 Sep 75]

 Senn, Robert (28 [23 Sep 75]

 Severs, James (24) [12 Nov 72]

 Sivertsen, John (34) [19 Jun 73] aka John Silvertsen

 Slaper, William (20) [10 Sep 75]

 Smith, George E. (26) [6 Sep 75] **Retreat

 Sniffin, Frank (23) [1 Sep 75]

 Stratton, Frank (28) [18 Sep 75] (Stritter)

 Summers, David (27) [13 May 76, MIL.] **Retreat

 Tanner, James J. (27) [18 Sep 75] aka Jacob Henry Gephart/Gebhart **26 Hill

 Thornberry, Levi (22) [20 Sep 75]

 Thorpe, Rollins L. (21) [7 Sep 75]

 Turley, Henry (25) [29 Oct 72] **Retreat

 Varner, Thomas (23) [24 Aug 75] *26 Hill

 Voigt, Henry C. (21) [1 Oct 73] **26 Hill

 Weaver, George (33L [11 Mar 76, 2nd enl.]

 Weeks, James (22) [23 Aug 75]

 Whisten, John (24) [22 Sep 73]

 Wiedman, Charles T. (21) [23 Sep 75] *25 Hill

 Wilber, James (27) [8 Sep 75, MIL.] aka James W. Darcy *26 Hill

 Williams, Charles (27) [3 Aug 75, 2nd enl.]

These men were detached in the field - at the Powder River Supply Depot, unless otherwise noted.

Sgt. Capes, William (29) [30 Dec 72]

Wgnr. Ricketts, Joseph (26) [16 Jan 73]

Pvt. Dolan, John (33) [1 Oct 73, MIL.] at Field HQ

 McCormick, James (30) [2 Apr 73, 2nd enl.]

 Sterland, Walter S. (25) [18 Nov 72] at Field HQ

 Widmayer, Ferdinand (27) [26 Sep 73]

The following had been detached prior to the expedition setting out.

Farr. Wood, William M. (27) [11 Jan 72] detached at Fort Rice

Pvt. Bowers, Frank (31) [4 Jan 70] confined at Fort Wayne

 Zametzer, John (36) [23 Dec 74, 2nd enl.] sick at Fort Rice

Notes:

Company M was close to a full complement, although two of its officers, Mathey and Sturgis, were not with it at the Little Horn. M was one of the companies that had been “stocked” with recruits the previous October and there were nineteen of these recruits among the forty-seven privates at the battle. The overall percentage of recruits was, therefore, about forty percent, but it must be remembered that all of them had at least eight months service. There were no 1876 recruits with the company, at least none without previous military experience.

Privates Braun and Tanner both died of wounds, Braun on 4 October 1876 at Fort Lincoln and Tanner on 27 June. Tanner had been wounded in “Benteen’s Charge” on the 26th [Ryan]. Braun had been shot in the face and thigh.

Sergeant O’Hara is generally accepted as being the first casualty of the valley fight, being reportedly killed on the skirmish line [Rutten, Morris, Ryan]. Private Pigford however, told Walter Camp that O’Hara was still alive when the line was withdrawn into the timber and that he begged not to be left behind. He had been shot in the chest. Corporal Scollin also begged not to be left behind when he was shot and his horse was killed about halfway to the ford [Morris]. Roman Rutten stated that Streing was killed near the edge of the timber at the beginning of the retreat.

Privates Gordon and Meier were together, climbing the bluffs, when each received a fatal head wound. Morris was with them and was wounded in the chest at the same time. All of their horses were hit. Klotzbucher, who was Captain French’s striker, was gut-shot and assisted by a couple of his buddies, but could not be helped. He was left near the timber, and his body was found there, reportedly untouched, on the 27th [Neely, Slaper, Morris]. This might have been wishful thinking on the part of those who had to leave him behind.

Lorentz was either shot through the head [Ryan] or in the stomach [Morris] depending upon the source. Morris says Lorentz was left in the timber after telling his buddies that nothing could be done for him. Morris may have confused Lorentz with Klotzbucher. Rutten, however, also stated that Lorentz was shot in the woods [letter to W.O. Taylor 21 April 1911], while stating that Klotzbucher and Scollin were “both killed on the flat.” According to Daniel Newell [Sunshine Magazine] “The body of my Bunkie Henry Scollin, or Henry Cody, was all hacked up.”

Private Smith was one of several troopers whose horses supposedly carried them into the village or the Indian lines and who were “never seen again.” Strangely enough, all of these troopers belonged to M Company and they were Smith, Turley, Rutten and Meier. Only Smith and Turley were killed, but Turley was killed climbing out of the ford close to where Lieutenant Hodgson was killed [Morris]. His body was found with his hunting knife driven into one eye [Slaper]. Morris also claimed that Smith was killed on the skirmish line at the edge of the timber.

Rutten was wounded in the right shoulder the next day, and Meier received a wound in the back of the neck during the run to the ford. It is true that both of them had runaway horses, and took them on long runs around the periphery of the advancing column in the valley in order to maintain a modicum of control, but this only illustrates that their horses were not dead tired as commonly believed.

Summers was killed at the beginning of the retreat, just outside the timber [Morris] and his body was horribly mutilated [Slaper]. Voigt was shot through the head [Ryan said graphically that he had his brains blown out] while trying to untangle some of the horses near the wounded, on the 26th, although Windolph said it was on the 25th, and that he was still holding four horses [Blummer].

Sergeant White was wounded in the arm and his horse was killed, at the edge of the timber. He was left there and came out with George Herendeen, as did Private Sivertsen, who was not wounded. Carey was shot in the right hip on the 26th. Varner suffered a head wound the same day. James Wilber was a member of one of the water parties and was shot in the left leg during a trip.

Daniel Newell, who is also shown in some records as being the company blacksmith, was wounded in the left leg at the start of the retreat. Pigford was wounded in the hip during the retreat and in the right arm on the 26th. I have shown him in the statistics only once, on the 25th.

Private Gallene is shown on the muster rolls as being in the hospital at Fort Lincoln, but there is no doubt that he were at the Little Horn. Not only was he a “signer” of the Enlisted Men’s Petition, but he also wrote a letter quoting from his daily journal of the campaign [refer to B7.487].

As to the Petition, thirty survivors from M Company signed it. However, at least eighteen of these signatures were labeled as suspicious by the FBI in 1954, including Gallene’s [see Discussion 7].

[image: image]

INDIAN SCOUT DETAIL

Problems in dealing with the placement of members of the Scout Detail during the fights on the Little Horn are compounded by the amazing variety of names by which most individuals were known and referenced. Not only did many Indians have different names during their lifetimes, but they often were known by several names at any one point in time. This was particularly true when the man was being talked about by members of another nation, e.g. Rees speaking of Crows. In placing individuals, I have relied most heavily upon ‘The Arikara Narrative’ and the interview notes of Walter Camp [see Bibliography and also various Appendices].

It must be emphasized that the primary duty of enlisted scouts was to scout and to act as couriers as assigned. Although they were in fact enlisted as privates in the Army, usually for six months at a time, it was well understood that they would not be required to fight except in unusual circumstances, or as pre-arranged. While the fights on the Little Horn certainly constituted such circumstances, the scouts who accompanied Reno were specifically ordered to attempt to drive off the Hostile’s horse herd. The fact that many of them obeyed this direct order has caused odium to be attached to them over the years - it often having been written that the scouts deserted en masse at the first sight of the Sioux [“evaporated” is a commonly used word] and were not seen again until they reached the Powder River Supply Depot. This calumny has been repeated so often and often by people who should have known better, that it has become a part of the Custer Battle mythology. It is another example of a wonderfully graphic word picture which simply is not true.

The following personnel fought throughout the fight in the valley and were either present on the bluffs on 27 June or had been fatalities in the valley.

2Lt. Hare, Luther Rector (24) attached from K Company on 24 June

 Varnum, Charles Albert (27) commanding *26 Hill

Pvt. Baker, William (24) [4 May 76] 1/2 Ree

 Bob-Tailed-Bull (45) [26 Apr 76] Ree **Retreat

 Forked Horn (37) [27 Apr 76, 9th enl.] Ree

 Goose (20) [26 Apr 76, 5th enl.] Ree *Retreat

 Half Yellow Face [10 Apr 76] Crow

 Jackson, William (19) [25 Jun 76, 4th enl.] 1/4 Pikuni

 Little Brave (26) [9 May 76, 5th enl.] Ree **Retreat

 Red Foolish Bear (28) [9 May 76, 6th enl.] Ree

 White Swan [10 Apr 76] Crow *Retreat

 Young Hawk (21) [9 May 76, 4th enl.] Ree

Civ. Jackson, Robert (23) [25 Dec 75, 4th enl. (exp)] 1/4 Pikuni

The following men crossed with the Reno Battalion and fought on the skirmish line. They left the battalion as the line was being withdrawn, or possibly just before - motivated by the Hostiles’ movement around the left of the line.

Pvt. Cross, William (22) [17 Apr 76, 3rd enl.] 1/2 Dakota

 Red Bear (27) [13 May 76, 3rd enl.] Ree

These scouts crossed the Little Horn, went after Lakota horses, and fought a skirmish with the Lakotas apart from the soldier line in the timber, to the right. They either drove off some horses up the bluffs north of the subsequent Reno position before the line was withdrawn, or joined those scouts who had driven the horses up there. Different accounts name different individuals as being the “herders” or the “guards” but there is no doubt that theses men crossed the river and fought.

Pvt. Bear Waiting (50) [3 Feb 76, 10th enl.] Dakota

 Caroo (41) [11 May 76, 2nd enl.] Dakota

 Strikes Two (32) [9 May 76, 4th enl.] Ree

 White Cloud (21) [14 May 76, 3rd enl.] Dakota

The following crossed the river and attempted to drive off Lakota ponies. In some accounts, some of these men were named as having a brush with hostiles, but the evidence is really inconclusive in that regard. The preponderance of the evidence is that they did cross the Little Horn and that they joined the “herders” and “guards” on the hilltop before Reno’s retreat from the valley.

Pvt. Boy Chief (19) [9 May 76] Ree

 Buffalo Ancestor (32) [31 Mar 76, 2nd enl.] Dakota

 Bull in the Water (29) [9 May 76, 3rd enl.] Ree

 Little Sioux (22) [3 Feb 76, 5th enl.] Ree

 One Feather (45) [9 May 76] Ree

 Red Star (21) [9 May 76] Ree

The following scouts did not cross the river.

Pvt. Black Fox (19) [9 May 76, 4th enl.] Ree

 Bull (19) [9 May 76, 2nd enl.] Ree

 Charging Bull (45) [9 May 76] Ree

 Red Wolf (28) [26 Apr 76, 6th enl.] Ree

 Soldier (43) [26 Apr 76, 13th enl.] Ree

 Stabbed (45) [9 May 76] Ree

 Strikes the Lodge (29) [9 May 76, 3rd enl.] Ree

 White Eagle (24) [9 May 76] Ree

Four of the Crow scouts accompanied Custer’s column, although it was apparently intended that all six of them should do so. Evidently Half Yellow Face and White Swan misunderstood their instructions. The four who went with Custer and whose movements are discussed elsewhere, were:

Pvt. Curley (19) [10 Apr 76] Crow

 Goes Ahead (24) [10 Apr 76] Crow

 Hairy Moccasin [10 Apr 76] Crow

 White Man Runs Him (18) [10 Apr 76] Crow

One scout had been assigned to the pack train to accompany the scouts’ rations etc., or because his horse could not keep up, according to various conflicting sources.

Pvt. Pretty Face (21) [9 May 76] Ree

The following scouts had been detached in the field, most of them being engaged in carrying mail and dispatches between the various commands and posts.

Pvt. Barking Wolf (21) [9 May 76] Ree

 Bear (28) [9 May 76, 6th enl.] Ree

 Climbs the Bluff (31) [1 May 76, 8th enl.] Ree

 Curly Head (19) [27 Apr 76] Ree

 Horns in Front (42) [9 May 76, 6th enl.] Ree

 Howling Wolf (21) [26 Apr 76, 3rd enl.] Ree

 Long Bear (45) [9 May 76, 7th enl.] Ree

 Running Wolf (21) [9 May 76] Ree

The following had been detached at Fort Lincoln prior to the campaign and did not accompany the expedition.

Pvt. Bear’s Eyes (31) [1 Apr 76, 7th enl.] Ree

 Black Porcupine (21) [9 May 76] Ree

 Laying Down (18) [9 May 76] Ree

 Left Handed (46) [9 Dec 75, 9th enl.] Ree

 One Horn (25) [26 Apr 76, 8th enl.] Ree

 Owl (19) [13 May 76] Ree

 Wagon (20) [13 May 76] Ree

Notes:

Since there was no “standard” strength for an enlisted Indian scout detachment, or for a complement of guides and interpreters, the 7th Cavalry must be considered to have been fully-staffed in this regard, but had it not been, it could not be considered a contributing factor in the disaster, since the scouts were not counted on as part of the regiment’s battle order. This consideration aside, it can be seen that not only did the scouts make a positive contribution to the fights in the valley and on the hilltop, but that they carried out their specific orders in the action. Those writers who christened them cowards have long since been discredited. There is also nothing in the record it should be noted, to indicate that the scouts were less than thorough in their scouting duties and in transmitting the information gathered to the troops.

To clarify some of the confusion over the names of the scouts, I am listing below the most-commonly-encountered alternative names for each individual. These include “older” names for most of the Rees and some of the Sioux, but not their names in their own languages, as these latter tend to add to the confusion rather than to detract there from.

Barking Wolf (Scabby Wolf): Bear (Foolish Bear): Bear Waiting (Spotted Horn Cloud):

Bear’s Eyes (Wolf Standing in the Cold): Black Fox: Black Porcupine:

Bloody Knife: Bob-tailed Bull (Bobtail Bull): Boy Chief (Black Calf):

Buffalo Ancestor (The Whole Buffalo, Round Wooden Cloud): Bull (Bellow):

Bull in the Water: Caroo (Bear Running in the Timber, Bear in Timber, Karu):

Charging Bull (Rushing Bull): Climbs the Bluff (Charging to the Top of the Bluff):

Curley (Curly): Curly Head (Curly Hair, Hair, Curl Hair): Forked Horn (Crooked Horn):

Goes Ahead (The One Ahead, Man Ahead, Goes First, Comes Leading): Goose (Maga):

Hairy Moccasin (Big Belly): Half Yellow Face: Horns in Front: Howling Wolf:

Laying Down (Lying Down): Left Handed (Left Hand, Wolf):

Little Brave (Stub, Little Soldier): Little Sioux (Sioux, One Wolf):

Long Bear (Tall Bear, High Bear): One Feather: One Horn (Single Horn): Owl:

Pretty Face (Good Face, Share, Bear Good Face): Running Wolf (Wolf Runs):

Red Bear (Good Elk, White Calf, Handsome Elk):

Red Foolish Bear (Foolish Red Bear, Crooked Foot): Red Star (Strike Bear):

Red Wolf (Brush, Bush): Soldier: Stabbed (Stab): Strikes the Lodge (Strike Lodge):

Strikes Two: Wagon: White Cloud: White Eagle:

White Man Runs Him (Crow Who Talks Gros Ventre): White Swan (Strikes Enemy):

Young Hawk (Striped Horn, Crazy Head)

Bob-tailed Bull, the leader of the Ree scouts, was killed in the river during the retreat crossing, or just after getting out on the other side, depending upon the version accepted. His blood-spattered horse was recovered on the bluffs by some Rees, as was Little Brave’s mount [Strikes Two, Young Hawk]. Young Hawk told Walter Camp that Little Brave was killed between the timber and the river, while Red Bear stated that he died across the river. Since Little Brave had already been shot under the right shoulder, when Red Bear saw him, the stories are not necessarily mutually-exclusive.

Lieutenant Varnum was wounded in both legs on 26 June, but never really missed any duty or action. The Ree scout Goose was shot in the right hand during the valley fight. Although his wound was severe, he continued to serve and to fight. He was evacuated on the Far West and dropped off at Fort Berthold on the trip to Lincoln.

White Swan, the Crow, was also severely wounded, probably during a dramatic mano a mano confrontation with a hostile warrior during the retreat. The hostile, who according to Wooden Leg’s account might have been a Cheyenne named Whirlwind, was killed. White Swan’s wounds were to his right leg and right hand, but they did not prevent him from trying to fight on the line on the bluffs. Dennis Lynch described it to Walter Camp thusly: “Lynch saw White Swan at one time when Sioux making charge drag himself out [among the wounded] by grabbing the grass with hands and pulling himself along with his gun to get a shot at Sioux. The men would then drag him back and in a little while would find him trying again to get out to skirmish line to fire at Sioux. He was wounded 5 or 6 times and legs so badly wounded that could not use them.” White Swan was taken on the Far West to the camp at Pease Bottom, where he was left under care of the field medical personnel until he had recovered enough to be taken home by his family.

There is a swirl of questions surrounding two of the members of the Scout Detachment - Bob Jackson and Billy Cross. The official records indicate that Bob Jackson was discharged at Fort Lincoln on 25 June 1876, but there is ample evidence that such was not the case. George Glease of H Company told Walter Camp that Bob Jackson was sent back from the Rosebud and was never seen again. Jackson could not have been at the Rosebud and got back to Fort Lincoln in time to be discharged on the 25th. Young Hawk said that Jackson was at Powder River Depot after the fight but was not in the fight. Jackson could not have been discharged at Lincoln and been at the Powder River Depot as described. Stanislas Roy of A Company said that neither Bob Jackson nor Billy Cross forded the Little Horn with the troops. He would not have made such an observation unless the two men were there. Lieutenant Varnum stated that he had both Jacksons with him on the march up the Rosebud and there is no doubt that Bob Jackson was actually with Reno’s command on the 27th. It is doubtful that he snuck in during the night, so he must have been on the bluffs the whole time - and since nobody else has said where he was during the 25th, I have put him in the statistics as a private, simply because it was easier to handle him that way. Note that Bob’s enlistment actually ran out on 24 June, as did his brother Billy’s. Billy re-enlisted, ostensibly on the 25th, while Bob did not. This may be the reason that Bob was not “officially” at the Little Horn - he was not on the books any longer and so his presence could not be accounted for. Billy told James Willard Shultz that: “my brother and I rode with an old friend of ours, Frank Girard…”

Noted battle historian W.A. Graham dismissed a story about Billy Cross because he thought that the story only got started because there was a scout named “Cross William” with the detachment. It is almost unbelievable that a writer of Graham’s stature would not have dug an extra inch to discover that “Cross William” was in reality “Cross, William.” As to Cross having been in the valley, there is enough anecdotal evidence to place him there. George Herendeen says he saw Cross coming down the bluffs with a few Rees when he was going up to rejoin the command - on its way to Weir Peaks. Strikes Two stated that he saw Cross coming up the hills from the valley. Cross in fact fought for a short time on the skirmish line and then left and joined the Rees who had driven horses up onto the bluffs. This allowed him to be seen by both Strikes Two and Herendeen at different times going in different directions.

Black Fox has been placed with Custer on the bluffs by Red Star and Goes Ahead, and there is no doubt that he left the field with Curley, the Crow. Black Fox rejoined the group of Ree scouts at the mouth of the Rosebud and went on to Powder River with them.

The horses of Bull, Soldier and White Eagle could not keep up with the Reno Battalion and these three were strung out between the lone tipi and the Little Horn. Stabbed joined Soldier near the lone tepee and said that he had been detailed to follow up a trail off to the left. In another version, he claimed to have been absent taking a message to Benteen. Stabbed is erroneously shown as “killed” in some accounts of the fights.

The scouts who had driven the horses up the hills were joined there by some of the stragglers who had not crossed the river and by a few scouts from the valley. After remounting themselves on captured Sioux horses as necessary, moving the herd into the valley of Ash Creek and fighting a running skirmish with a handful of hostiles, some of them attempted to rejoin the command where it had taken its final position on the bluffs. They were unable to do so because of the encircling Sioux and Cheyenne warriors, and so they left for the Powder River Supply Depot, as they had been instructed to do, in two groups - one driving the horses and the other following along acting as a sort of rear guard. The two groups are commonly referred to in those terms: “herders” and “guards,” and the makeup of the two groups is often slightly different, depending upon the source.

As I determine it, the men accompanying the horses were: Red Wolf, White Eagle, Red Star, One Feather, Bull in the Water, Red Bear, Charging Bull, Pretty Face, Buffalo Ancestor and Bull. The men who performed the rear guard duty were: Billy Cross, Bear Waiting, Stabbed, Strikes Two, Strikes the Lodge, Soldier, Boy Chief, Little Sioux, Caroo and White Cloud. Black Fox, as mentioned previously, joined at the mouth of the Rosebud. All of these men went to the Powder River Supply Depot, arriving at different times.
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A Special Note Regarding Battle Statistics

The statistical tables which follow and which are given for each of the components into which Armstrong Custer divided the Seventh Cavalry on the morning of 25 June 1876, flow directly from the Rosters for each combat company and headquarters or other unit. By utilizing this method, a clear picture is created of what each unit looked like at each important intermediate stage of the marches and the fights and it becomes a simple matter to see what effect detachments and casualties had on the combat strength of the units.

At the beginning of the Rosters, it was mentioned that all of the numbers would “add up,” and that the figures would be backed up by names. Any interested reader can easily check to see whether or not that promise has been delivered upon by comparing the Rosters to the numbers in the tables and charts.

A similar approach has been made in compiling statistics as to experience and recruits. All of the charts and tables are based on the Rosters and can be readily verified by the reader. When it is stated that 6 men were detached from Company X at Powder River or wherever, the names are listed. When it is said that x number of recruits were present, the names are given and the enlistment dates can be checked from the Rosters.

The only unit for which this could not be satisfactorily done was the Pack Train Detail, since no records exist, or have so far come to light, which list all the men assigned to the packs. Where I have been able to determine this information, I have indicated it on the Complete Roster.

Great pains were taken to ensure that the Complete Roster is as accurate as possible. Any errors are of no real consequence to this study.

RENO BATTALION BATTLE STATISTICS FOR VARIOUS PHASES OF THE FIGHTS, INCLUDING THE SCOUT DETAIL

The tables which follow indicate strengths, casualties and detachments for various phases of the campaign and the fights. Read down to follow progression.
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There is some debate as to the number of casualties suffered on the initial skirmish line on the prairie and subsequently in the timber, where another line was formed. There is little doubt that there was only one on the skirmish line on the bottom, the question really being was the man killed then or subsequently. As to the line formed along the rim of the old creek channel, there is no mention of casualties there, until the men started to get their horses for the retreat. Only Bloody Knife is shown as killed prior to the retreat. The horseholders have not been included in the ‘Strength in the Timber.’

[image: image]

[image: image]

[image: image]

Anecdotal evidence exists that there were two A Company troopers left in the woods and that both refused to go out with Herendeen, ostensibly being later killed. Since they were not identified, they are included in the ‘Killed during the Retreat’ table. There were a few scouts who were left behind and who joined the command on the hill before the Weir advance. They are included in the ‘Initially Reached’ table, for reasons of simplification. Aside from the two A Company troopers mentioned above, all of the men in the ‘Abandoned during the Retreat’ table eventually rejoined the balance of the regiment.
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Details of the killed and wounded, where specifics are known, are given in the relevant Company or Detail notes. The four men who rejoined the command during the night of 26/27 June were Lieutenant DeRudio, Fred Gerard, Private O’Neill of G Company and scout Billy Jackson, all of whom had remained hidden along the river since Reno’s fight in the valley. Their stories are told in other Appendices.
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THE BENTEEN BATTALION

COMPANY D

The following company members participated in the Weir Advance and the fight on the hilltop.

Cpt. Weir, Thomas Benton (37) commanding company

2Lt. Edgerly, Winfield Scott (30)

1Sg. Martin, Michael (41) [7 Dec 72, 2nd enl.]

Sgt. Flanagan, James (39) [15 Nov 71, ACW]

 Harrison, Thomas W. (26) [10 Aug 71, 2nd enl.]

 Russell, Thomas (28) [5 Aug 72]

Cpl. Wylie, George (28) [17 Mar 73]

Tptr. Bohner, Aloys (45) [12 Jan 74, 3rd enl.] aka Louis Braun

Farr. Charley, Vincent (27) [5 Mar 76, 2nd enl.] (Charlie) **Weir

B/smth. Deetline, Frederick (30) [5 Aug 72, 2nd enl.]

Sdlr. Meyers, John (39 [17 Jan 72, 2nd enl.] (Myers)

Pvt. Alberts, James (29) [24 Sep 75]

 Ascough, John B. (32) [3 Sep 72]

 Brant, Abram (27) [22 Sep 75]

 Cox, Thomas (32) [22 Sep 73]

 Dann, George (24) [3 Jun 73]

 Dawsey, David (24) [12 Dec 72]

 Fay, John J. (23) [8 Sep 73]

 Fox, John (32) [24 Sep 75]

 Golden, Patrick (26) [22 Jan 72] **26 Hill

 Green, Joseph (26) [22 Jan 72] aka Henry Gross/Grosse

 Hall, Curtis (24) [9 Dec 72]

 Hansen, Edward (28) [5 Jul 75, 2nd enl.] (Housen) (Dellienhousen) **26 Hill

 Hardden, William (25) [27 Jan 72]

 Harris, James (21 [21 Sep 75]

 Harris, William M. (25) [25 Aug 71]

 Hayer, John (27) [10 Jan 72] (Hager)

 Hetler, Jacob (25) [3 Feb 72] *26 Hill

 Holden, Henry (38) [9 Jan 72, 3rd enl.]

 Horn, George (32) [12 Jan 72]

 Hunt, George (25) [2 Jun 73]

 Hurd, James (26) [30 Aug 71] aka James Hood

 Kavanagh, James (25) [3 Jan 72] (John)

 Keller, John (30) [19 Oct 73]

 Kipp, Fremont (19) [2 Dec 72]

 Kretchmer, Joseph (38) [20 Sep 72, 2nd enl.]

 Manning, David (28) [1 Oct 73]

 Marshall, William (25) [25 Sep 75]

 McDonnell, Patrick (24) [16 Nov 72] (McDonnall) *25 Hill

 Meadwell, John (22) [13 Sep 75] aka J.R. Meadville

 O’Mann, William (27) [12 Oct 75] (Oman)

 Randall, William (26) [15 Sep 75]

 Reid, Elwyn S. (31) [26 Oct 72]

 Sanders, Charles (32) [26 Jan 73, 3rd enl.]

 Scott, George (26) [7 Sep 71]

 Smith, Henry G. (26) [8 Sep 75]

 Smith, William E. (22) [13 Sep 75]

 Stivers, Thomas (25) [16 Sep 71]

 Tolan, Frank (22) [31 Aug 75]

 Welch, Charles (31) [3 Jun 73]

 Wynn, James (40) [12 Mar 73, 2nd enl.]

The following men were detached in the field at the Powder River Supply Depot, unless noted otherwise.

Cpl. Cunningham, Albert (38) [20 Jan 72, 2nd enl.]

Pvt. Conlan, Thomas (22) [18 Sep 75]

 Cowley, Stephen (27) [14 Nov 72]

 Fox, Harvey (28) [27 Jul 71]

 Green, John (25) [5 Sep 72]

 Hallfinger, Gustav (29) [7 Sep 71, 3rd enl.] (Harlfinger)

 Houghtaling, Charles H. (32) [8 Sep 71, 2nd enl.] at Field HQ

 Kuehl, Jesse (21) [9 Oct 75]

 Lewis, Uriah (24) [18 Aug 73]

 Quinn, John (24) [19 Jun 75] aka John Gorham

 Sadler, William (22) [9 Aug 75]

 Sims, John (24) [1 Oct 75]

The following were detached prior to the expedition setting out, at Fort Lincoln unless otherwise indicated.

lLt. Bell, James Montgomery on leave

Sgt. Morton, Thomas (35) [19 Nov 71, 2nd enl.] AKA Thomas H. Rush sick

Pvt. Hall, Edward (25) [4 Jan 72]

 Mueller, William (34) [1 Oct 75]

Notes:

Aside from their First Lieutenant, Bell, D Company was only under-strength by 4 NCOs and 3 privates before starting on the expedition. Detachments, principally in the field, took away another dozen men, so that D was definitely below battle strength during the actions in which it participated. This condition had absolutely no bearing on the outcome of the fights however, since manpower was not an overriding consideration in those particular actions.

The company had received a draft of enlistees in the fall of 1875. There were 10 of these men who had no previous military experience with the company at the Little Horn, although some of these may have been assigned to the packs. Three others had been detached at the Powder. All of these troopers had been exposed to at least 8 months’ service, including a month of marching on the campaign, so it must be considered that they had at least a smattering of training. The men at the Little Horn represented 20% of the company strength.

Seven of the “survivors” of this company did not sign the Enlisted Men’s Petition and the signatures of two men were reported in 1954 as being questionable by the FBI. The majority of the men did sign however, and this is not surprising since D Company was part of Benteen’s battalion and the Petition was favorable to Benteen. On the other hand, it is perhaps surprising that Weir didn’t attempt to stop his men signing - since it was also favorable to Reno, whom Weir detested.

The circumstances surrounding the company casualties are not known, with the notable exceptions of Farrier Vincent Charley and Private Patrick Golden. According to Edgerly [see Appendix 2.10], Golden was killed just after the charge by Reno’s line on the morning of the 26th: “We charged in the direction of the arrow head and as soon as the charge was completed we were ordered to get in the pits again. Pvt. Stivers who had been in the pit with me saw Golden in pit…and asked him whose it was. He said he didn’t know and as there was room enough for three men there Stivers and I got into it. We hadn’t been there a minute before a shot came throwing dirt over all of us and striking Golden in the head. He never knew what hit him but died instantly.”

Charley was wounded during the withdrawal from Weir Peaks and was left behind. Lt. Edgerly said that Charley was shot through the hips and struck his head when he fell off his horse [see Appendices 2.10 & 3.21]. Edgerly told him to hide out of sight and he would come back for him. Edgerly stated that he was forbidden to do so by Captain Weir, who used Reno’s order to withdraw immediately as his reason for denying the movement. In fact, there was a brief lull between the time that the advancing Indians were driven back over the ridge line by Godfrey’s skirmish fire and the time that retreat became absolutely necessary, so it would indeed have been possible for Edgerly or Weir to order out a rescue squad. That they did not do so raises questions of their actual motivations. Certainly Weir had already demonstrated contempt for Reno’s orders - is it possible that Edgerly was stretching the truth when he said that Weir had forbidden the attempt? Had Edgerly in fact been unnerved by what he saw from the Peaks? Perhaps the withdrawal of Weir and French’s companies was more precipitate than was acknowledged at the time, or later. It is interesting that Edgerly never mentioned the Vincent Charley incident in detail in any of his narratives of the Little Horn. He did however, mention the incident at the Reno Court, as did two other witnesses — but neither the Recorder nor Reno’s counsel chose to follow up on the matter. In his letter to his wife 4 July 1876, Edgerly said leaving Charley “was the thing that I regretted more than any other thing that happened to me, for I had promised that wounded man I would get him out and wasn’t able to raise a finger for him.” It is still not clear exactly why Edgerly could not “raise a finger,” except that Reno was infuriatingly insistent that the line be withdrawn immediately and Weir was finally responding to these orders - which came through Hare and which Reno denied ever giving.

Charley’s body was found on the 27th when Benteen was ordered over to Custer’s field. A stick had been rammed down Charley’s throat, no doubt while he was still alive, and his head had been almost severed - this, along with the slashed thighs marking a Sioux kill. A marker was finally placed to note the place of Vincent Charley’s death [it may not be in the correct spot] and it is not definitely known where his body was buried, although it may have been recovered in 1903 [Mechlin], and re-interred in the National Cemetery.

[image: image]

COMPANY H

The following company members participated in the actions at the Little Horn.

Cpt. Benteen, Frederick William (41) commanding battalion *26 Hill

1Lt. Gibson, Francis Marion (28)

1Sg. McCurry, Joseph (25) [22 Jan 72] *26 Hill

Sgt. Connelly, Patrick (31) [5 Oct 73, 3rd enl.] (Conelly) *26 Hill

 Geiger, George (33) [18 Dec 72, 2nd enl.]

 Maroney, Matthew (35) [4 Jan 72, 2nd enl.]

 McLaughlin, Thomas (29) [6 Aug 71, 2nd enl.] *26 Hill

 Pahl, John (3O [4 Nov 72] *26 Hill

Cpl. Bishop, Alexander (22) [15 Apr 75] *26 Hill

 Lell, George (29) [18 Sep 73] (Loll) (Lett) (Pvt.) **26 Hill

 Nealon, Daniel (26) [9 Feb 72]

Tpt. Ramell, William (23) [1 Jun 74] (Williams, Rommell) *25 Hill

Bik. Mechlin, Henry B. (24) [5 Aug 75]

Sdl. Voit, Otto (31) [9 Oct 75, 2nd enl.] *26 Hill

Pvt. Adams, Jacob (24) [13 Apr 73] with packs

 Bishley, Henry (35) [6 Oct 75, MIL] *25 Hill

 Bishop, Charles H. (32) [18 Apr 75] *26 Hill

 Black, Henry (26) [13 Nov 72] *26 Hill

 Channell, William (27) [27 Sep 75]

 Cooper, John (30) [27 Sep 73] *26 Hill

 Day, John (24) [23 Sep 73]

 Dewey, George (25) [13 Apr 73]

 Diamond, Edward (23) [18 Sep 75]

 Farly, William (26) [1 Jun 75] (Farley) *26 Hill

 George, William (29) [1 May 75, 2nd enl. ACW] **25 Hill

 Glease, George W. (31) [3 Sep 75, 3rd enl.] aka George W. Glenn

 Haley, Timothy (29) [15 Jan 75, 3rd enl.]

 Hauck, Henry (37) [4 Oct 72] (Haack)

 Hughes, Thomas (31) [31 Dec 72, 2nd enl.] aka Charles Hughes *26 Hill

 Hunt, John (41) [1 Sep 71, 2nd enl.]

 Jones, Julien D. (27) [7 Aug 71] (Julian) **26 Hill

 Kelly, George (28) [16 Apr 75, 2nd enl.]

 Kelly, James (36) [28 Aug 66] deserted 1868 surrendered 1873

 Lawhorn, Thomas (25L [12 May 72, 2nd enl.]

 McDermott, Thomas (31) [18 May 72, 2nd enl.]

 McNamara, James (27) [12 Nov 72]

 Meador, Thomas E. (27) [19 Jan 72] (Meader) (Meadow) **26 Hill

 Moller, Jan (26) [15 Jan 72] (Mailer) (Muller, James) *26 Hill

 Nees, Edler (23) [7 Sep 75] (Elder)

 Nicholas, Joshua S. (25) [2 Feb 72]

 O’Ryan, William (21) [2 Oct 75]

 Phillips, John (24) [21 Sep 73] *26 Hill

 Pinkston, John S. (26) [1 Mar 72]

 Severs, Samuel (22) [16 Feb 75] (Severn) *26 Hill

 Williams, William C. (20) [27 Sep 73] *26 Hill

 Windolph, Charles (25) [23 Jul 72] aka Charles Wrangel *26 Hill

The following were detached in the field, at Powder River except as noted.

Tptr. Martin, John (24) [1 Jun 74] (Giovanni Martini) orderly to/messenger from Custer

Pvt. McWilliams, David (27) [29 Aug 71, 2nd enl.] (Daniel) injured

 Walter, Aloyse L. (41) [1 Mar 75, 6th enl.]

The following personnel were detached prior to the campaign, at Fort Rice unless otherwise indicated.

2Lt. Garlington, Ernest A. (23) not yet reported for duty

Farr. Marshall, John M. (36) [6 Feb 72] sick

Pvt. Avrey, Charles E. (25) [30 Sep 72] confined at Fort Lincoln

 Hood, Charles (27) [25 Aug 73] sick at Fort Lincoln

 Lambertin, Frank (24) [27 Aug 75, 2nd enl.] sick at Fort Lincoln

 Muller, John (34) [13 Mar 70] confined at Columbus

 Pittet, Francis (37) [20 Jan 73] sick

 Taply, David (35) [1 May 75, MIL] (Daniel) sick

 Walsh, Michael (37) [15 Jun 73] aka John Walsh confined at Jackson

Notes:

Benteen’s company was considerably under strength when the Sioux expedition was organized and the detachments prior to the march only served to make matters worse. Thankfully, the shortage was mainly in the ranks, with the company enjoying an almost full complement of NCOs. As to the level of experience, there were only 4 recruits from the Fall 1875 levee without prior service with the company at the Little Horn and lack of experience did not mean much in the type of fighting done by this company.

Thirty-one members of the company “signed” the Enlisted Men’s Petition, but more than half of the signatures were suspect [see Discussion 7], which is startling considering that Benteen was reputedly such a favorite of the men. It may be that he lost some of his popularity when his failure to have his men dig in on the night of the 25th resulted in such high casualties on the 26th. In defense of Benteen, it might be said that his line was actually furthest from the Indians’ principal firing positions and he probably thought that they couldn’t hurt him much. Half of the wounds suffered by H Company men, including Benteen’s nicked thumb, were superficial, likely from almost-spent bullets. Nine of the wounded were evacuated on the Far West.

Private George died of his wounds on the Far West on 3 July. He was buried at the Powder River Supply Depot. He had been shot in the left side on the 25th of June on the hilltop.

According to George Glease, Julien Jones was “killed by a bullet that passed through several boxes of hardtack.” Charles Windolph however, stated [refer to B4.99] that Jones was killed by a shot “straight through the heart” while taking off his overcoat on the morning of the 26th.

Windolph also has a rather heart-wrenching description of the death of Corporal Lell in the Sunshine Magazine [refer to B7.516] but it sounds overly dramatic and is not repeated in ‘I Fought with Custer’[B4.99]. Like some other Windolph observations, it is hard to believe. Windolph died 11 March 1950, the last survivor of the fights on the Little Horn. Jacob Horner of K Company, who had been detached at the Powder River and who died 21 September 1951, was the last of the Seventh’s members from the Little Horn campaign.

According to Jacob Adams [refer to B7.404], “…quite a few of the boys were killed and many, including my ‘bunkie,’ George Lell, were mortally wounded. Poor George was shot through the stomach and begged piteously for water…”

Windolph [refer to B5.215] and Adams [refer to B7.249] have differing versions of the death of Private Thomas Meador. Windolph claims that Meador was killed on his left, while Adams claims that Meador was shot in the chest and that while he was trying to carry him to safety, another bullet struck Meador in the head, “ending his life instantly.” Adams goes on to say that a warrior attempted to count coup on the body and that he killed this warrior.
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COMPANY K

The following were at the Little Horn and participated in at least some of the actions there.

1Lt. Godfrey, Edward Settle (32) commanding company

1Sg. Winney, DeWitt (31) [6 Nov 72] **25 Hill

Sgt. Campbell, Jeremiah (31) [18 Jan 72]

 Frederick, Andrew (32) [23 Apr 76, 2nd enl.]

 Rafter, John (25) [20 Jan 72]

 Rott, Louis (27) [17 Jan 75, 2nd enl.]

Cpl. Hose, George (26) [1 Jan 75, 2nd enl.]

Tptr. Penwell, George B. (27) [16 Jan 71] deserted from 5th Cavalry 28 July 1870

 Schlafer, Christian (30) [24 Mar 75, ACW]

Farr. Steintker, John R. (40) [30 Nov 72, 2nd enl.]

B/smth. Burke, Edmund H. (34) [14 Dec 71, 3rd enl.]

Sdlr. Boissen, Christian (34 [25 Mar 73]

Pvt. Blunt, George (31) [11 Sep 71, 2nd enl.]

 Bresnahan, Cornelius (23) [3 Oct 73]

 Brown, Joseph (31) [27 Jan 75, 2nd enl.]

 Burkhardt, Charles (30) [1 Sep 71, 3rd enl.]

 Chesterwood, Charles (26) [6 Jan 72] aka John C. Creighton

 Coakley, Patrick (34) [26 Dec 71, ACW] aka Patrick Redican

 Corcoran, Patrick (32) [23 Aug 72, 2nd enl.] *26 Hill

 Donahue, John (25) [14 Dec 72] (Donohue)

 Foley, John (37) [22 Aug 71, 2nd enl.]

 Gibbs, William (30) [15 Dec 74]

 Gordon, Thomas A. (22) [28 Sep 73]

 Helmer, Julius (30) [19 Jul 75, 3rd enl.] (Tptr.) **25 Hill

 Jennys, Alonzo (27) [14 Mar 76, 2nd enl.] aka John Folsom

 Lasley, William W. (33) [1 Oct 72]

 Madden, Michael [28 Aug 71, 2nd enl.] (Sdlr.) (Sgt.) *26 Hill

 McConnell, Wilson (37) [3 Jan 72, 2nd enl.]

 McCue, Martin (24) [28 Oct 72]

 Mielke, Max (30) [24 Mar 76, 3rd enl.] (Wilke) *26 Hill

 Murphy, Michael (38) [11 Sep 71, 2nd enl.]

 Murphy, Thomas (22) [18 Dec 74] aka Thomas Anderson

 Raichel, Henry W. [8 May 75, 2nd enl.]

 Robers, Jonathon (25) [8 Jan 72]

 Schwerer, John (35) [12 Nov 72] (Schroerer)

 Shauer, John (25) [21 Nov 72]

 Siefert, August (25) [16 Jan 75, 2nd enl.] (Seifert)

 Wasmus, Ernest (28) [17 Dec 74]

 Whitlow, William (31) [10 Dec 72]

These officers and men were detached in the field, at Powder River unless noted.

Sgt. Hughes, Robert H. (36) [10 Oct 72, 2nd enl.] to Custer HQ [see same]

Cpl. Callahan, John (22) [5 Nov 72] Hosp. Stew. at Custer HQ [same]

 Murray, Henry (27) [14 Oct 75]

 Nolan, John (28) [4 Dec 74]

Wgnr.Whytenfield, Albert (30) [10 Sep 71, 2nd enl.]

Pvt. Ackerman, Charles (28) [9 Sep 75]

 Burgdorf, Charles (30) [28 Feb 76, 2nd enl.]

 Crawford, William (26) [13 Feb 75]

 Delaney, Michael (22) [20 May 75]

 Fisher, Charles (27) [7 Mar 76, MIL]

 Green, Thomas (22) [10 Dec 75]

 Holahan, Andrew (26) [22 Dec 74]

 Horner, Jacob (20) [8 Apr 76]

 Hoyt, Walter (28) [19 May 75, 2nd enl.] (Hayt)

 Lyons, Daniel (23) [4 Apr 76]

 Ragan, Michael (30) [8 Nov 73, ACW]

 Reilly, Michael (24) [8 Jun 75, 2nd enl.]

 Roth, Francis (29) [30 Mar 76, 2nd enl.]

 Smith, Frederick (29) [7 Mar 76, 3rd enl.]

 Taube, Emil (28) [21 Mar 76]

 Van Pelt, William (27) [13 Jan 76]

 Wilson, George A. (36) [2 Oct 71, 2nd enl.]

 Witt, Henry (23) [8 Dec 75] aka Harry N.P. Witt

The following had been detached prior to the campaign and did not accompany the expedition. All were at Fort Lincoln, unless indicated otherwise.

Cpt. Hale, Owen (32) detached at St. Louis

Pvt. Anderson, George (35) [16 Aug 71]

 Bauer, Jacob (33) [4 Mar 76] sick

 Blair, James C. (25) [29 Dec 74] (E.)

 Dooley, Patrick (45) [13 Sep 71, 2nd enl.] sick

 Gunther, Julius (32) [24 Aug 72] sick

 Lieberman, Andrew (28) [3 Nov 75] deserted from Fort Lincoln

Notes:

Although K Company was, on paper, almost at full strength, the extremely high number of detachments, particularly at the Powder River Supply Depot, left it the scrawniest combat company at the Little Horn. Fortunately, K was not involved in any fighting where this condition affected the outcome, but it makes its stand during the precipitate withdrawal of M and D Companies on the Weir Advance much more dramatic than has been pictured.

The company had received a small draft of recruits in the Fall of 1875 and another handful in early 1876. None of these men went any farther than the Powder River.

All three of the wounded of this company were evacuated on the Far West. Corcoran had been wounded in the right shoulder and Mielke in the left foot.

Private Mike Madden was justifiably one of the most well-known casualties of the Little Horn. He had surprised his comrades by being one of the first to volunteer to try to get water for the wounded and was a member of the first water party. During the trip back from the river, Madden was severely wounded in the right leg, below the knee. He told the others to leave him behind in the ravine and that he would make his own way back to the top of the hill. He did make it back - by crawling, dragging his virtually useless leg. Anyone who has read more than one account of the fights is sure to have read of the amputation of Madden’s leg by Doctor Porter on the 26th [see Chapter 6]. Madden was promoted sergeant on the field for gallantry, but he was not awarded the Medal of Honor as were most of the other members of the water parties - a most glaring oversight. If anyone deserved a Medal, it was Madden. To add insult to injury - literally - Madden’s litter tipped on the night of the 28th, depositing him into a cactus patch. His comments were, as they say, unprintable.

First Sergeant DeWitt Winney was killed “just at dusk” on the 25th, according to Edgerly [see Appendices 3.19/20]. “He raised up and was hit and cried out. When they went to see what was matter he was dead.” Godfrey had a slightly more dramatic scene in his diary, with Winney giving him an imploring look before dying.

Lieutenant Hare told Walter Camp that Julius Helmer had been sent out to be made first sergeant by Captain Hale upon his return. This information may be erroneous, since Helmer was on his third enlistment in the regiment and had been “sent out” almost a year previously. Hare also told Camp that Helmer was shot through the bowels and was in so much pain that he begged his comrades to put him out of his misery. There is no evidence that anyone did so. Godfrey intimated that Helmer and Winney were killed at the same time [refer to B5.230], as does Hare [to his father 3 July 1876] saying that Winney was “killed about two yards from me on one side, and one of the men [Helmer] was killed about a foot from me on the other side.”

Every single survivor of K Company, 33 of them, signed the Enlisted Men’s Petition, which can be seen as a tribute to their loyalty to their battalion commander, Captain Benteen. It might also be seen as something else when one considers that one name - Coakley’s - is crossed out, that 25 names have been classified as probable forgeries by the FBI and that one other signature is questionable in that the signer did not know how to spell his own name. This leaves only 6 or 7 genuine signatures [see Discussion 7].
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THE BENTEEN BATTALION BATTLE STATISTICS FOR VARIOUS PHASES OF THE FIGHTS

The following tables indicate battalion strengths and casualties and locations.
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Captain Benteen’s failure to have H Company fortify their position on the night of 25 June led to the high number of wounded suffered by the company the next day. It also resulted in the disposition of the troops having to be somewhat altered to compensate for his losses [see Chapter 6].
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THE PACK TRAIN DETAIL AND ESCORT, INCLUDING STRAGGLERS FROM CUSTER’S BATTALIONS

COMMAND AND CIVILIAN EMPLOYEES

The following personnel were present at the Little Horn.

1Lt. Mathey, Edward Gustave (38) commanding train, from M Company

CvPk. Wagoner, John C. (Wagner) *25 Hill

Pkr. Alexander, William [MIL]

 Churchill, B.F. (B.C.)

 Flint, Moses E. (Flink)

 Frett, John (Fretts) (Fritz)

 Lamplough, John (Lainplough)

 Lawless, William

 Loeser, Charles (Chris)

 Mann, Frank C. (G.) **26 Hill

 McBratney, Henry (Harry)

 Moore, E.L.

Notes:

The listing of civilian employees has been reconstructed from official QM records and from anecdotal evidence. Lieutenant Mathey, who should have known, actually had no idea of how many men he had with the pack train detail. At the Reno Inquiry he testified that “I was supposed to have an average of 5 men from each company. I suppose I had about 70 men.” He is the only person to put the number so low. He also stated that the train consisted of 160 mules and that he had “4 or 5” civilian packers - “I forget exactly.”

Other officers [Moylan and Benteen] testified that 1 noncom and 6 privates were detailed to the packs from each company. The number of mules was estimated at 140 by Hare and at 175 by Churchill, who also thought that there were 6 or 7 packers.

In fact, one must follow a seemingly convoluted but strictly logical path to arrive at the number of mules and by inference, the number of men detailed to lead them. On 8 June, the Seventh organized its mule train with each of the 12 companies being assigned 11 mules, making for a total of 132. On 10 June, Reno was ordered out on his scout, with the right wing, 6 companies. To facilitate his taking adequate provisions and ammunition, his companies were allotted 4 additional mules each — these from the stock of the other companies, so that the total was not affected, merely the distribution. When Custer was ordered to take the other 6 companies up to the Rosebud on 14 June, he was given 5 mules for each of these companies plus 25 head as reserves and replacements. This made the status 6 companies with 15 mules apiece and 6 companies with 12 mules apiece, plus the 25 reserves - a total of 187. On 21 June, 13 of the mules which had marched with Reno’s column were detached as “broken down,” the total now having been reduced to 174. That this happens to tie in conveniently with Churchill’s estimate of 175 is a happy coincidence, but only that. The 174 is correct, derived solely from the record, independently of whatever any witnesses might have guessed.

Since each company carried pretty much the same stuff from the Rosebud, the mules would have been apportioned equally, and I have therefore assumed that 14 would have been assigned to each of the combat companies, with the remaining 6 being given over to HQ paraphernalia and the scouts’ rations. This would require a detail of 7 men from each company at 2 mules per man, and it is not questioned that a non-commissioned officer was assigned from each company, obviously to oversee the 7 man detail, not to lead mules. The civilian packers were responsible for the packs themselves and would have been kept busy repairing the botched jobs of the newly-trained military packers. There is almost unanimous assent that the pack train was pretty much of a disaster from beginning to end of the march.

The 6 headquarters mules would have required a trio of men to tend them, unless they were looked after by the contract packers, which is certainly possible. There were also a few other men with the pack train, specifically detailed to look after the spare horses and personal property of some of the officers. John Burkman of L Company was with Armstrong Custer’s horse, for example, and Edwin Pickard of F was with George Yates’ spares. But we do not know with total certainty exactly which men were assigned from their companies to the packs. Some good inferences can be made and some very well-educated guesses. Even some of the soldiers who were with the packs can be positively identified and some who straggled back from the Custer battalions, but it is impossible to positively identify all of them. Perhaps, after all, it is not necessary to do so, so long as a close approximation of the total numbers who were assigned can be made, so that how many men went into combat with the various detachments of the regiment can be accurately determined.

Exactly that has been done in this section and although it is not intrinsic to a study of the fights to know who the how many were at every stage of the game, this section comes close enough to identifying those whom it is possible and desirable to identify [it would obviously be nice to know where everyone was] and arrives at numbers which are so close to actuality that no argument is worthwhile.

It is also both germane and desirable to list at this point the “survivors” of the companies which formed the Yates and Keogh battalions which perished on Custer’s field. This serves a dual purpose, in that it allows a look at the individuals as well as to fix accurately the strength of said battalions [see The Custer Battalions below]. These “survivors” were either assigned to the packs or were stragglers from the Custer companies - none of them ever claimed to have been in the Custer fight. This is unlike the many “survivors” who claimed to have escaped the carnage, fled the field, and lived to tell their tales of desperate fighting etc. etc. The possibility of actual survivors of the fighting is covered in Analysis 5.

As to the civilian casualties, there is a detailed description of Frank Mann’s death from Stanislas Roy of A Company: “On a.m. of June 26 F.C. Mann, citizen packer, was killed. He was behind breastwork with carbine on A Company’s line. He was aiming a carbine over a breastwork about 3 ft. high, and after he had been observed in this position about 20 mins, some one made remark that ‘something must be wrong with the packer.’ Upon going up he was found stone dead, having been hit in the temple and killed so quick that he did not move…” [Interviews in B5 Bibliography]. Mr. Wagoner suffered a head wound on the evening of the 25th, most likely from an almost-spent bullet, since the wound was not serious.

COMPANY C

Sgt. Hanley, Richard P (33) [18 Sep 73, 5th enl.] with packs

 Knipe, Daniel (23) [7 Aug 72] (Kanipe) messenger from Custer to packs

Farr. Fitzgerald, John (34) [19 Jan 72, 4th enl.] straggler

Pvt. Bennett, James C (28) [11 Sep 75, 2nd enl.] (Charles) with packs **26 Hill

 Brennan, John (27) [24SEP75] aka John Welch straggler

 Farar, Morris (30) [23 Jan 72, ACW] (Farrer) with packs

 Fowler, Isaac (32) [29 Sep 73] with packs

 Jordan, John (33) [28 Nov 75, 2nd enl.] with packs

 Mahoney, John (28) [23 Sep 75] with packs

 McGuire, John (21) [4 Oct 75] (Maguire) with packs *26 Hill

 Mullin, Martin (28) [3n Jan 73] with packs

 Nitsche, Ottocar (25) [6 Dec 72] with packs

 Thompson, Peter (22) [21 Sep 75] straggler *26 Hill

 Watson, James (26) [10 Sep 75] straggler

 Whitaker, Alfred (28) [26 Sep 73] with packs *26 Hill

COMPANY E

Sgt. Murphy, Lawrence (26) [30 Dec 71] with packs

 Riley, James (31) [11 Aug 71, 2nd enl.] (Reilly) (Co. F) with packs *26 Hill

Farr. Spencer, Able (31) [13 Jan 72]

B/smth. Miller, Henry (32) [13 Nov 71] with packs

Sdlr. Shields, William (35) [29 Sep 74, 3rd enl.]

Pvt. Berwald, Francis (25) [25 Jan 73] with packs

 Brommell, Latrobe (30) [9 Aug 75, 2nd enl.] with packs

 Chapman, William (24) [13 Mar 76] aka William H. Smith/Dutton

 James, John (28) [13 May 72] aka John Casella with packs

 Kimm, John G. (28) [18 Jan 72, 3rd enl.] (Kumm) with packs

 Lang, Henry (25 [6 Jan 72] with packs

 Liddiard, Herod T (24) [4 Dec 72] (Liddison, Leddison) with packs **26 Hill

 McKenna, John (33) [19 Dec 74] with packs

 Reese, William (30) [27 Sep 73]

COMPANY F

Sgt. Curtiss, William A (30) [28 Aug 72, 2nd enl.] with packs

Cpl. Clyde, Edward (30) [on 3rd enl.] surrendered deserter from 1 April 1871

Sdlr. Schleiper, Claus (38) [17 Dec 71, 2nd enl.] with packs

Pvt. Butler, James W. (35) [18 Sep 74, 2nd enl, ACW.]

 Finnegan, Thomas J. (25) [19 Sep 73] with packs

 Gregg, William (26) [11 Nov 72] with packs

 Howard, Frank (24) [23 Sep 75] aka Morris H. Thompson with packs

 Hunter, Frank (33) [30 Aug 71, 2nd enl.] straggler

 Lefler, Meig (28) [26 Nov 71, 2nd enl.] (Meier)

 Lynch, Dennis (29) [3 Mar 71, 2nd enl.] with packs

 Lyons, Bernard (27) [6 Sep 75] with packs

 Myers, Frank (21) [8 Oct 75] (Meyers)

 Pickard, Edwin (24) [6 Sep 75] with packs

 Reilley, Michael (25) [1 Nov 72] (Reiley)

 Rooney, James M. (27) [3 Dec 72, 2nd enl.] (Roonay) with packs

 Shulte, Frederick (30) [27 Mar 71, MIL] (Schutte) aka Charles Miller with packs

 Sweeney, John W. (30) [4 Jan 72, 2nd enl.] (E.) with packs

 Walsh, Thomas (34) [21 Sep 75, 2nd enl.] with packs

COMPANY I

Sgt. De Lacy, Milton J (29) [13 May 75, 2nd enl.] with packs

Pvt. Braun, Franz C (31) [13 May 73] (Brown) with packs

 Cooney, David (28) [16 Dec 72] (Corey) with packs **26 Hill

 Johnson, Francis (17) [27 Sep 75] aka Francis Johnson Kennedy with packs

 Jones, Henry P (31) [8 Oct 73, MIL] with packs

 Korn, Gustav (24) [17 May 73] straggler

 McNally, James P (29) [12 Nov 72] with packs

 McShane, John (27) [20 Sep 75] with packs

 Owens, Eugene (27) [15 Mar 75] (W.G.) with packs

 Ramsey, Charles (25) [26 Jan 72] with packs

COMPANY L

Sgt. Mullen, John (26) [24 Sep 72, MIL] AKA James Hughes with packs

Pvt. Abrams, William G. (38) [1 Sep 71, MIL] with packs

 Banks, Charles (31) [29 Sep 73, 2nd enl.] with packs

 Brown, Nathan T. (32) [25 Nov 74, 2nd enl.]

 Burkman, John (36) [1 Sep 75, 2nd enl. ACW] with packs

 Etzler, William (24) [9 Sep 73] with packs

 Logue, William S. (38) [7 Apr 73]

 Marshall, Jasper (24) [22 Sep 75] (Thomas) with packs *26 Hill

 McHugh, Phillip (37) [4 Jun 74, 2nd enl.] with packs

 Moore, Lansing (21) [27 Sep 75] with packs

 Rose, Peter E. (24) [28 Sep 75] (Sgt.) with packs

 Stoffel, Henry (25) [22 Jan 72] (Stoppel) (Co. C) with packs

 Sullivan, Timothy (31) [17 Dec 75, 2nd enl.] with packs

Notes:

The names of those men who could be positively identified as being with the pack train detail or as stragglers from their companies are so indicated above. Dennis Lynch of F Company is shown with the packs, although there is some evidence that he may have been with officers’ baggage aboard the Far West.

All of the men shown as wounded for these 5 companies were evacuated on the Far West. Private Cooney died of his wounds at Fort Lincoln on 20 July and was buried in the post cemetery the next day. He had been wounded in the right hip. James Bennett also died of wounds suffered on the 26th. He died on 5 July on the Far West and his body was carried to Fort Lincoln for burial.

Corporal George Wylie of D Company described Private Liddiard’s death to Walter Camp: “On his line on the hill, Benteen had, besides his own company, men from all the other companies drawn from details with the packs. On Reno hill, Liddiard, Co. E, was killed while taking aim at some Indians that Benteen was pointing out to the men. There were several men there talking, and Liddiard, who was a good shot, lay down to take aim, talking at the same time. It was noticed that he had stopped talking, and seeing his face turned down and the blood running around the rim of his hat was the first intimation that he was dead.”

Of the rest of the C Company men, McGuire was wounded in the right arm. He was with the pack train, by his own account given to Walter Camp and told Camp that the detail was 1 NCO and 7 privates from each company, which agrees with the postings made for the various companies. McGuire also told Camp that he assisted Sergeant Hanley in recovering the loose ammunition mule - the act for which Hanley received a Medal of Honor. Hanley also, was with the pack train and was interviewed by Camp.

Peter Thompson, according to Hanley, Knipe and several other witnesses, was with C Company when it rode off with Custer. His own story is that his horse gave out and there is ample evidence, including accounts from some of the Indian scouts, that such might well have been the case. There are various versions of his return [see Chapter 3 & refer to B4.128]. Thompson was wounded in the right hand, but still went for water for the wounded. He richly deserved the Medal of Honor which he was awarded. The accompanying citation states that he was shot in the head.

Private Whitaker was wounded in the right elbow, Private Marshall in the left foot and Sergeant Riley in both the back and the left leg.

McGuire told Walter Camp that Peter Thompson and James Watson were stragglers from Custer’s column because of their broken-down mounts. He stated that the matter was not talked about because the company “filled up with new men in the fall who would not understand such discussions, and the old men never said much. …” Sergeant Hanley told Camp that Thompson, John Fitzgerald and John Brennan were not with the packs, but were with Custer - and that they all straggled back after he arrived on Reno Hill with the pack train, although he could not be certain of exactly when each arrived. McGuire said that Brennan and Fitzgerald dropped out of Custer’s column because they were cowards and that this was the common feeling among the C Company survivors. Peter Thompson said much the same thing in his narrative of the fights. He said that Brennan and Fitzgerald turned back about 2 miles beyond the lone tipi [refer to B4.128].

John Mahoney told Camp that he had been with the packs. Knipe was the messenger sent by Custer to hurry up the pack train and Benteen’s battalion. His story is reasonably well-known and can be found in Appendices 3.64 & 3.65. There has in recent years been some questions raised as to whether or not Knipe made up his messenger role in order to cover his cowardice in turning back from the line of march. There is however, absolutely no evidence to substantiate this allegation.

That leaves 7 C troopers to be accounted for and it is reasonably certain that at least 5 of these made up the balance of the assigned pack detail. It is certainly not a stretch of the probabilities to assume that the other men were also with the packs, as it is definitely known that some extra men were so assigned for various reasons. That assumption has been made.

Nine of the C Company survivors allegedly signed the Enlisted Men’s Petition. However, 1 signature belonged to an illiterate man from L Company, 1 belonged to some person who was not even a member of the regiment, 1 was a forgery and 1 was credited to another illiterate trooper, who was at least a member of the right company. This leaves only 5 non-questionable signatures.

There were 5 late 1875 “recruits” among the C company survivors.

The placement of the E Company survivors is made more difficult from the fact that there is no credible evidence that any of them straggled back from the Custer column. Frank Berwald and Latrobe Brommell each put themselves with the pack detail, and Berwald told Walter Camp that Sergeant Riley was there too. George Wylie places Private Liddiard with the pack train, and I have a note that Sergeant Murphy was there also, although I have no reference to the source of this information [refer to B7- Introduction to the Source List and Bibliography]. I think that these men can be shown as being with the pack train without sacrificing much to truth.

There are still 9 men whose exact whereabouts at some moments in time can be questioned. It would be reasonable to assume that 4 or 5 of these men were part of the “standard” pack train detail. In the absence of evidence to the contrary, it can only be said with certainty that the remainder wound up on the hilltop with the rest of the Reno/Benteen/Packs assembly.

There is one exception to this statement [it seems that there are often more exceptions than rules when dealing with the Little Horn] and that is Private Francis O’Toole. All military evidence points to the fact that O’Toole was at the Little Horn, most likely with the pack train and every account that I have ever seen puts him there. But the Pittsburg Leader of 28 July 1876 printed a letter purporting to have been written by O’Toole to an old comrade from the Seventh, on 8 July [from the Camp on the Yellowstone], wherein O’Toole states that he was with Terry as an orderly. There is absolutely no reason on earth why O’Toole should have lied about such a thing and such a temporary posting would account for his being marked “present” for muster on 30 June. Any record of this temporary posting would have been lost with the First Sergeant. I have shown O’Toole as detached in the field.

Of the 12 E men who were around to sign the Petition, 5 did so - although 2 of the signatures were probable forgeries according to the FBI [one of the men actually belonged to F Company] and another was written by a man who had never before been able to do anything but make his mark.

Only 1 of these survivors from E Company was a new recruit, i.e. from early 1876.

There were more survivors from F Company than from any of the other Custer companies. Dennis Lynch told Camp that there were 10 F Company men with the packs [14 mules], but that is far short of the 18 men who were on the hill with the other besieged troops. Lynch told Camp that he was with the packs and the details of his information are too accurate for him to have been on the Far West, as at least one other version would have it. Lynch also placed Sergeant Curtiss with the packs, as does the evidence of several others earlier on the 25th. It was Curtiss who found an Indian prying open a box of hardtack that had fallen off one of the mules.

Gregg and Pickard are placed with the packs from their own statements [refer to B5.89 & B5.124], although Pickard claimed, in 1923, to have been sent back by Captain Yates from the flat at the mouth of Medicine Tail Coulee. He somehow forgot to mention this when Walter Camp interviewed him 10 years earlier. My belief is that Pickard was with the packs, taking care of Yates’ personal stuff and his spare mounts, which Pickard admitted in an 1876 letter to his family. In this letter, which is filled with hyperbole, he also says that he tried to rejoin his company, from the pack train and was almost cut off. There is no doubt that Pickard was a member of one of the water parties and that he was a brave young man. I think he was just a bit over-imaginative [refer to B5.124].

Dennis Lynch said that Frank Hunter was with his company, and that “his horse ran away from Custer across Ford B and carried him through Hunkpapa camp up over Reno’s battleground and onto hill and joined Reno about 4:00 p.m.” While this certainly sounds unbelievable, it is not impossible and definitely not so incredible as some of the Curley stories which some historians gladly accept in order to further a private hypothesis. There is nothing brave or wonderful about having your horse run away with you and carry you somehow to safety, and in fact we know that such things did happen in the valley - so it is possible that what Lynch said about Hunter is true. I am quite willing to believe that Hunter accompanied the Custer column, since there is no negative evidence to counter Lynch’s positive statement, but I’ll leave the details of his return to someone else.

There were 4 recruits from September 1875 among the F Company men.

With the notable exception of Gustav Korn, there is a dearth of evidence as to the postings of the I Company survivors. The number and makeup of the group, however, are indicators that all of them except Korn were assigned to the pack detail. It would be asking too much to say that the list of survivors exactly matches the known assignment quantity plus 1 as a matter of coincidence [Jungian theory excluded]. I have treated the matter as indicated by the notations.

As to Private Korn, I believe that he was with his company but dropped out along the way somewhere, joining the command later in the afternoon of the 25th. There is no doubt that he did the latter - the only question is as to where he was during the interval. Carroll [They Rode With Custer – B4.31] states that Korn was in the valley fight, that his horse bolted and was killed near the river, and that he rejoined Reno’s command on the night of the 25th. I have seen no primary source that confirms this statement and I know of no particular reason for Korn’s being with Reno’s command in the valley. There is also no evidence placing him with the train.

Only two of the survivors of this company signed the Enlisted Men’s Petition. Both of the signatures appeared to be genuine. Only 2 of the men were late 1875 recruits.

None of the L Company men appear to have been with the Custer column on the march from the divide, although there certainly were more survivors than should have been with the packs. My notes place 3 men with the train - Burkman, Mullen and Moore - but I can only find documentation for Burkman, whose story is told in ‘Old Neutriment’ [refer to B2.173]. Burkman had been Armstrong Custer’s striker for several years and was absolutely heartbroken at having been ordered to stay behind with the train, tending Custer’s spare horse Dandy. His biography contains many errors of fact, but makes very interesting reading and is therefore highly recommended.

Five of the twelve survivors of L signed the Petition, but 1 of these signatures is positively forged and 2 others are attributed to men who were functionally illiterate. Three of the survivors were recruits from late 1875.
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COMPANY B

These men were at the Little Horn.

Cpt. McDougall, Thomas Mower (31) (McDougal) commanding *26 Hill

1Sg. Hill, James (42) [22 Mar 75, ACW]

Sgt. Criswell, Benjamin (27) [23 Feb 76, 2nd enl.]

 Hutchinson, Rufus (25) [22 Sep 73]

 Murray, Thomas B. (40) [17 Aug 71, 2nd enl.]

Cpl. Cunningham, Charles (30) [8 Dec 74] *26 Hill

 Dougherty, James (25) [5 Dec 72]

 Smith, William (25) [11 Jul 72] *26 Hill

 Wetzel, Adam (29) [6 Jul 72, 2nd enl.]

Tptr. Kelly, James (23) [4 Jan 76] (Kelley)

Farr. Moore, James E. (29) [28 Aug 71, 2nd enl.]

B/smth. Crump, John (22) [14 Apr 76]

Sdlr. Bailey, John (30) [10 Dec 75, 2nd enl.]

Pvt. Barsantee, James (23) [8 Mar 76, MIL] aka William Evans

 Boam, William (23) [22 Dec 74]

 Boren, Ansgarius (26) [18 Feb 72]

 Callan, Thomas (22) [10 Mar 76]

 Campbell, Charles A. (31) [22 Jan 72]

 Carey, John J. (25) [25 Oct 72]

 Carmody, Thomas (32) [1 Aug 74]

 Clark, Frank (21) [16 Mar 76]

 Coleman, Thomas (25) [4 Jan 72, MIL]

 Criswell, Harry (21) [11 Apr 76]

 Crowe, Michael (27) [9 Jul 75, 3rd. enl.]

 Crowley, Patrick (22) [14 Dec 75]

 Davenport, William H. (22) [15 Mar 76]

 Devoto, Augustus (24) [4 Oct 73]

 Dorn, Richard (25) [30 Jan 72] (Company A) **26 Hill

 Frank, William (39) [12 Sep 75, 5th enl.]

 Martin, William (26) [4 Sep 73]

 Mask, George (26) [15 Nov 72] **25 Hill

 McCabe, John (24) [11 Apr 76, 2nd enl.]

 McLaughlin, Terrence (24) [13 Mar 76] (McLoughlin) (Terence)

 McMasters, William (30 [14 Dec 74]

 O’Neill, John (27) [8 Jan 72]

 Pym, James (24) [11 Dec 74]

 Randall, George (22) [15 Dec 74]

 Ryan, Stephen (37) [1 Dec 74, 4th enl.]

 Sager, Hiram (25) [26 Oct 72]

 Shea, Daniel (23) [11 Dec 74]

 Spinner, Phillip (29) [12 Dec 75, 2nd enl.] (Philipp)

 Stout, Edward (34) [25 Jan 75, 2nd enl.]

 Thomas, James (28) [1 Dec 74, ACW] aka Thomas J. Stowers

 Trumble, William (24) [9 Sep 73]

 Wallace, Richard A. (24) [7 Dec 74]

 Woods, Aaron (23) [2 Sep 73]

The following were detached in the field, at Powder River unless otherwise noted. Most of those detached at the Powder River Supply Depot were new recruits without mounts.

Sgt. Gannon, Peter (32) [16 Jul 72, 2nd enl.}

Tptr. Connell, John (25) [6 Feb 72]

Pvt. Barry, Peter (31) [16 Jul 72, 2nd enl.] assigned to Field HQ

 Boner, Hugh (21) [18 Mar 76]

 Brainard, George (29) [22 Jan 72] assigned to Field HQ

 Brown, James (22) [23 Mar 76] aka Richard J. Nolan

 Burns, Charles (28) [8 Mar 76]

 Caldwell, William (19) [23 Mar 76]

 Callan, James (27) [11 Mar 76]

 De Tourreil, Louis (21) [3 Apr 76]

 Doll, Jacob (26) [21 Mar 76]

 Gehrmann, Frederick (21) [13 Mar 76]

 Gray, John (25) [23 Mar 76]

 Keefe, John J. (23) [11 Apr 76]

 Littlefield, John (24) [28 Mar 76]

 McGurn, Bernard (24) [23 Mar 76]

 Morrow, William E. (21) [24 Mar 76]

 O’Brien, Thomas (22) [31 Mar 76]

 Simons, Patrick (21) [14 Mar 76]

 Tinkham, Henry (21) [20 Mar 76]

 Wight, Edwin B. (24) [29 Mar 76]

The following personnel were detached prior to the campaign.

1Lt. Craycroft, William T. (29) appearing before retirement board

Sgt. Carroll, Daniel (26) [19 Dec 71, 2nd enl.] at Fort Lincoln

Pvt. Abos, James (18) [10 Dec 74] confined at Fort Richardson

 Klaweiter, Ferdinand (29) [20 Jan 75] (Kavoistter) at Fort Lincoln

 Lewis, David W. (22) [13 Jul 75] confined at Fort Barrancas

 O’Neill, James (25) [18 Nov 72] sick at Fort Lincoln

Notes:

B Company was to all intents and purposes at full strength prior to setting out on the campaign. Only 6 men were detached before marching from Lincoln, but 22 were detached in the field, 19 of them at the Powder River Supply Depot. The company had received a detachment of 24 recruits in 1876 and 1 man at the end of 1875. Seventeen of these recruits were left at the Powder, leaving only 8 with the company at the Little Horn. Since B was not engaged in any maneuvering, this did not represent any great handicap. The recruits constituted 17.4% of the company strength.

Private Dorn was killed while waking Captain McDougall on the morning of the 26th. George Mask was killed on the hilltop on the 25th, although Devoto claimed that he was in the valley with Reno and was shot in the river during the retreat.

Private Smith was the only one of the wounded to be evacuated on the Far West. McDougall was slightly wounded, according to Lieutenant Hare, who was not specific as to the nature of the wound. Cunningham was wounded in the neck.

The vast majority [38] of the B survivors signed the Enlisted Men’s Petition and most of the signatures were genuine. Seven were labeled as probable forgeries by the FBI and 2 belonged to men who had never before been able to sign their names.
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THE PACK TRAIN AND ESCORT BATTLE STATISTICS FOR VARIOUS PHASES OF THE FIGHTS
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* Includes privates from Scouts and B Co. assignments, which latter are not shown separately but are accounted for in the statistics.

**The Ree scout Pretty Face was with the Packs but left to join some other scouts who had captured horses. He is shown as “missing” in the Scout Detail and Reno Battalion statistics.
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There were no men missing from this battalion, except for the Ree scout, Pretty Face, who is accounted for in the Reno Battalion statistics.

THE CUSTER BATTALIONS

I have purposely used the word “battalions” to refer to the Custer column since there is overwhelming evidence to point to Custer’s having assigned battalion command to Captains Keogh and Yates. This evidence has not surfaced as some big shock in the last few years, but has not only existed but been in the light of day since at least July 1876. It is only in the past sixty years or so that anyone has bothered much with this particular item of fact and only in the past twenty that the two battalions have featured prominently in attempts to recreate the events on Custer field.

Many writers have stated that Custer took with him the companies commanded by his closest friends and supporters, and some have written that this act showed that he meant to operate apart from the rest of the regiment. Such statements are hogwash, even made with the advantage of hindsight. What Custer actually did was to take the right wing of the regiment - minus B Company, which was assigned as rear guard. Had he wanted his closest supporters around him, he most certainly would have taken Tom Weir’s company. The left wing was split into two battalions, one for Reno and one for Benteen. There was a slight juggling of the companies making up those two battalions, perhaps in an attempt to equalize the numbers.

There is some argument as to which companies made up which battalion of the Custer command. It is generally believed that Keogh was given three companies and Yates two, because Keogh was the senior Captain with Custer. This argument is logical, but it fails in light of the way the Custer fight was fought. The battlefield and eyewitness evidence clearly indicates that companies C and E fought together as did I and L. Obviously F would not have been under Keogh. The evidence only makes sense if Yates had companies C, E and F. Keogh would have had I and L, and would have been given B when the train and rear guard came up. There is nothing untoward about this split and Keogh would most certainly not have complained about it, since both battalions were operating under Custer’s personal direction and independent action was unlikely, except perhaps in a chase.

It is not crucial to a reconstruction of the fight that who had how many companies is positively known, or even if there were two battalions (perhaps three squadrons), but I am firmly of the belief that Yates commanded C, E and F and Keogh commanded I and L. I have therefore shown this as a matter of fact.

THE HEADQUARTERS GROUP AND ATTACHED PERSONNEL

The following were with the Headquarters group at the Little Horn.

All were killed on 25 June.

LtC. Custer, George Armstrong (36) commanding regiment

1Lt. Cooke, William Winer Regimental Adjutant

 Lord, George Edwin (30) Assistant Surgeon

Smj. Sharrow, William H. (31) [10 Sep 74, 2nd enl.]

Sgt. Hughes, Robert H. (36) [1 Oct 73, 2nd enl.] standard bearer from K Co.

 Vickory, John (29) [9 Sep 74, 2nd enl.] aka John H. Groesbeck *from F Co.

CTpr. Voss, Henry [18 Jan 75, 3rd enl.]

Cpl. Callahan, John J. (22) [6 Nov 72] hospital attendant from K Co.

Tptr. Dose, Henry (26) [1 Feb 75, 2nd enl.] orderly from G Co.

Gde. Bouyer, Mitch (Boyer) (Minton)

 Custer, Boston (27)

Hrdr. Reed, Harry Armstrong (18) (Arthur) a Custer nephew

Crspt. Kellogg, Marcus Henry (43) representing the Bismarck Tribune

* Vickory was the Regimental Color Sergeant.

The following messengers arrived from Reno during the march down the bluffs. Both were killed on 25 June. One or both may have joined I company, but I have kept them both as HQ personnel for the sake of simplicity.

Pvt. Mcllhargey, Archibald (31) [19 Nov 72, 2nd enl.]

 Mitchell, John (34) [14 Sep 71, 2nd enl.]

The following enlisted Crow Indian scouts accompanied the Custer column as far as Weir Point, and were released from duty at that place. None of them, including and specifically Curley, went beyond this point with Custer’s command [see Appendices 3.15/16, 3/40, 3.44/45 & 3.116] [see Scout Detail].

Curley (19): Goes Ahead (24): Hairy Moccasin: White Man Runs Him (18)

The following was detached as a messenger to Captain Benteen prior to the descent from the bluffs via the east side of Sharpshooter’s Ridge. He carried the famous “Come On” message.

Tptr. Martin, John (24) [1 Jun1 74, MIL] orderly from H Co.

The following were detached in the field, at Powder River unless otherwise indicated.

1Lt. Nowlan, Henry James (39) Reg. QM detached to Field HQ

 Stein, Carl A. Veterinary Surgeon

ChM. Vinatieri, Felix (42) [23 May 73, ACW] aka Felix Villiet

QMS. Causby, Thomas (29) [I Jun 72, 2nd enl.]

SdS. Tritten, John (29) [22 Dec 73, 2nd enl.]

Band Arndt, Otto (32) [19 May 70, 2nd enl.] AKA Max Cernow

 Baumbach, Conrad (36) [26 Jan 75]

 Beck, Benjamin (24) [3 Jan 76]

 Burlis, Edmond (27) [13 Nov 71]

 Carroll, Joseph (29) [1 Jul 75,3rd enl.]

 Carter, Andrew (25) [20 Sep 75]

 Eixenberger, Peter (20) [15 Nov 75]

 Emerich, Jacob (24) [16 Oct 75] aka Jacob Huff

 Griesner, Julius (32) [3 Mar 75]

 Jungesbluth, Julius (33) [23 Feb 76, 2nd enl.]

 O’Neill, Bernard (35) [28 Nov 71, 2nd enl.]

 Rudolph, George (22) [21 Sep 71]

 Sherborne, Thomas (36) [11 Jan 73, 2nd enl.] (Sherbon) aka Charles Answorth

The following were detached prior to the expedition setting out.

Col. Sturgis, Samuel D. (54) detached at St. Louis

Maj. Merrill, Lewis detached at Philadelphia

 Tilford, Joseph G. (47) on leave

Band: Kneubuhler, Joseph (25) [14 Mar 76] at Fort Lincoln

 Lombard, Frank (27) [22 Sep 71] (Lombardy) at Fort Lincoln

 Merritt, George A. (35) [22 Jan 75, ACW] at Fort Lincoln

Notes:

The nature of the fatal wounds of the men who fell with Custer is not so easily determined as it is for the other fatalities of the Seventh, since there were no survivors to tell us the specifics. Even the positions and conditions of the bodies are highly controversial subjects, open to debate and personal interpretation. The subject is dealt with at some length elsewhere; here I will summarize as best I can.

Armstrong Custer’s body was found, according to the best evidence, on top of the small knoll which used to mark the northwest end of Battle Ridge, very close to where the monument now stands [Edgerly, DeRudio, Adams]. Adams says that he was within a circle of dead horses. Knipe describes the body as resting against two others, with only the small of the back touching the ground. All accounts state that Custer was stripped, but not scalped or otherwise mutilated. These observations were probably made with Mrs. Custer in mind. The body is said to have borne two gunshot wounds, either of which would have been fatal, but both of which were so small as to be hardly noticeable. One bullet entered Custer’s left side just below the heart and traversed his body, exiting the right side, the other bullet entered his skull a little above and in front of the left temple and exited directly opposite. Given the fact that the Indians used large bore firearms almost exclusively and that there were no niceties such as full metal jacketed bullets in those days, it is rather difficult to imagine a head wound as described that would not have caused massive trauma to the skull on exit. I believe that the condition of Custer’s body was purposely “prettified” in order to spare Mrs. Custer any extra pain. I have an unsourced note that indicates mutilation of Custer’s genitalia and I think that this type of mutilation was much more widespread among the bodies than was reported - the disaster having been bad enough without graphic descriptions of the corpses.

In 1879, Stanley Morrow took a series of photographs of Custer field when he accompanied Captain Sanderson’s expedition to clean up the battlefield. Sanderson erected the first “monument” a cordwood pyramid - which he built over top of the “grave” containing all the bones he could collect. There is no question but that this monument was erected in 1879 [not 1877 as some suppose] as it is not mentioned by the expeditions of Nowlan and Michael Sheridan [1877] or Forsyth [1878] as it most certainly would have been, and Fort Custer, from which Sanderson started out, was not completed until late summer of 1877. There is no foliage in the Morrow photos. Two of these, taken at different times on the same day, show piles of bones in an identical spot on top of Custer Hill. One of the interesting and identifying, features is a large wooden stake - one much heavier than the other stakes in the scene - topped by the foot of a boot. In a 20 July 1908 letter to Walter Camp, Sergeant Daniel A. Knipe wrote: “Custer was lying across two or three soldiers, just a small portion of his back touching the ground… had no clothing on whatever…There was nothing left but a foot of a boot, the leg of this being gone, on Custer.” This may very well be the boot seen in the Morrow photographs. Without any doubt the photographs show the proximate location of where Custer’s body was found, or at least buried.

Lieutenant Cooke was found very near Armstrong Custer, on the high point. Although his death wounds are not mentioned in any testimony, there is much evidence that half of his beard had been scalped [most likely by a Cheyenne named Wooden Leg, who described this to Dr. T.B. Marquis] and that his thighs were gashed, indicating a Sioux kill [Edgerly, DeRudio, Foley, Knipe].

Doctor Lord was listed as “missing” and most accounts state that his body was not identified. His surgical case was reportedly found in the abandoned village. There is contrary evidence from R.E. Thompson [to Walter Camp 14 February]: “Dr. Lord well identified by Col. R.E. Thompson and others. He lay 20 ft. southeast of Custer’s body on side hill. Lord had on a blue shirt and lay near Custer. Only about 20 ft. from him. Identified Lord’s body for sure.” And Major Samuel Burkhardt Jr., who put up the marble markers in 1890, told Camp that “they identified Lord’s remains by distinctive buttons that surgeons wore and placed Lord’s marker there.” On the 1891 USGS map, Lord’s marker is shown as being “inside” the South Skirmish Line, not very close to Custer’s.

Mark Kellogg’s marker is located east/southeast from the monument, but the preponderance of the evidence is that his body was found near the river, by John Gibbon’s party on 29 June. Mathey says he buried the body, that it was the last one buried and that it was near a ravine between Custer and the river. Thompson said it was about 100 yards from the river on a side hill and was identified by the peculiar boots that Kellogg wore. Glenn told Camp that the body was found near the river. Kellogg had been scalped but not otherwise mutilated, and was fully clothed.

The body of Mitch Bouyer has been variously reported as having been found near the river [various] having perhaps been seen in Deep Ravine [Knipe] or not being found at all [Curley]. Charles F. Roe told Camp that Bouyer’s body was found “on flat ground near the river and the timber line.” W.R. Logan told Camp that “I found the body of Mitch Bouyer on the ridge something over half way between where Custer fell and where Reno made his stand…” The archaeological work of 1984-5 excavated at various marker sites on the Custer battlefield and Bouyer’s remains were positively identified on the upper portion of the “South Skirmish Line,” far removed from the river.

There are usually conflicting accounts of where individual bodies were found. Hughes was found either on Custer Hill, as might be reasonably expected, or in Deep Ravine [McDougall] and Voss was also on Custer Hill [Lynch] sprawled across Vickory’s body face down [see below] or perhaps “nearest the river” [Glenn].

Henry Petring stated that Orderly-trumpeter Henry Dose was found halfway between Custer and Reno with arrows in his back and sides. Other accounts [DeRudio, Boyle, Ryan] place Dose near the river between Deep Coulee and Medicine Tail, while Walter Camp’s map shows the site nearer Deep Ravine but still near the river.

John Vickory’s right arm was cut off at the shoulder, according to John Burkman, but Burkman didn’t say where Vickory’s body was found. Walter Camp’s informants state that Vickory “lay in the ravine between Lieutenant Calhoun and Captain Keogh [Creighton] near Custer [Lynch] and “right near Custer” [O’Neill]. O’Neill went on to state that “Vickory lay on the ground with his face up and Voss’ body lay across Vickory’s head, Voss’ face being down.”

Charles Woodruff told Walter Camp that Sergeant Major William Sharrow was one of the two men farthest north on the battlefield.

Corporal Callahan was not with his company as described to Walter Camp by Private August Siefert. Godfrey stated to Camp that he was killed with Custer, but beyond that nothing is known of his specific whereabouts.

Reno wrote that Autie Reed was found “almost at Custer’s feet,” but his marker is some distance away. Boston Custer was variously described as being found within a few feet of Armstrong [Reno] on the ridge with Armstrong [Knipe] or down the hill some distance from Armstrong [Godfrey]. The markers for Boston Custer and Reed are side by side, within the fenced enclosure below the monument, but not close to Armstrong Custer.

There were no recruits with the Headquarters group.
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THE YATES BATTALION

COMPANY C

The following personnel were at the Little Horn, and all were killed on Custer field.

Cpt. Custer, Thomas Ward (31) commanding company

2Lt. Harrington, Henry Moore (27)

1Sg. Bobo, Edwin (31) [23 Dec 72, 2nd enl.] (Baba)

Sgt. Finckle, August (32) [27 Jan 72] (Finkle) (Finckel)

 Finley, Jeremiah (35) [18 Sep 73, 2nd enl.]

Cpl. Foley, John C. (26) [18 Sep 73]

 French, Henry (26) [22 Jan 72]

 Ryan, Daniel (25) [18 Dec 72]

Tptr. Bucknell, Thomas J. (27) [23 Sep 75, 2nd enl.]

 Kramer, William (28) [7 Oct 75]

B/smth. King, John (27) [22 Sep 75]

Sdlr. Howell, George (30) [4 Dec 72, 2nd enl.] (Hamel) (Hamell)

Pvt. Allan Fred E. (28) [3 Oct 73]

 Brightsfield, John (23) [7 Oct 75]

 Criddle, Christopher (25) [22 Sep 75]

 Eisman, George (25) [15 Jan 72] (Eiseman) (Eisemann)

 Engle, Gustave (27) [25 Sep 75, 2nd enl.]

 Farrand, James (36) [16 Nov 75, 2nd enl.] (Fanand)

 Griffin, Patrick (27) [16 Oct 72]

 Hathersall, James (27) [13 Sep 75, 2nd enl.] (Hattisoll)

 Lewis, John (29) [11 Dec 72, 2nd enl.] (Johnathan)

 Meier, Frederick (22) [24 Sep 75] (Mayer) (M.)

 Meyer, August (29 [11 Oct 75] (Mayer)

 Phillips, Edgar (23) [24 Sep 75]

 Rauter, John (30) [4 Oct 73] (Ranter)

 Rix, Edward (25) [1 Oct 73] (Rice)

 Russell, James H. (24) [11 Sep 73]

 Shade, Samuel (29) [3 Aug 75]

 Shea, Jeremiah (22) [6 Sep 75]

 Short, Nathan (21) [9 Oct 75]

 St. John, Ludwig (28) [15 Dec 74, 2nd enl.]

 Stuart, Alphaeus (34) [20 Sep 75, 2nd enl.]

 Stungerwitz, Ignaz (29) [15 Sep 73] (Kingsoutz) (Stungwitz)

 Thadius, John (22) [17 Aug 75] (Thadus)

 Van Allen, Garrett (30) [2 Oct 73] aka Garrett H. Niver

 Warner, Oscar (36) [8 Oct 75, ACW] (Warren)

 Wright, Willis B. (17) [25 Aug 75]

 Wyman, Henry (35) [22 Aug 73, MIL] (Wyndham)

The following personnel were detached in the field, at Powder River unless indicated.

Cpl. Crandall, Charles (28) [9 Dec 72]

Wgnr. Starck, Frank (27) [7 Sep75, 2nd enl.]

Pvt. Anderson, Charles (30) [15 Aug 75] aka Levi Henry Anderson deserted at Powder

 Bischoff, Charles (20) [23 Nov 72]

 Brandle, William (21) [8 Oct 73]

 Kane, William (41) [21 Nov 72, 2nd enl.] sick

 Orr, Charles (29) [24 Sep 75]

 Von Arnim, Julius (38) [16 Aug 71, 2nd enl.]

 Walker, Robert (23) [20 Aug 75]

The following were detached prior to the expedition setting out. All were at Fort Lincoln unless, otherwise noted.

lLt. Calhoun, James (30) assigned to command L Company

Sgt. Miller, Edwin (27) [20 Nov 72, 2nd enl.]

Pvt. Arnold, Herbert (23) [3 Oct 72]

 Corcoran, John (24) [8 Oct 73] confined

 Lovett, Meredith (24) [16 Aug 73] confined

 McCreedy, Thomas (24) [22 Oct 72]

 Vahlert, Jacob (22) [29 Sep75] sick

Notes:

In the past few years, a debate has arisen as to whether or not Tom Custer was with his company, or rode with his brother as an aide and was with the Headquarters group. There is some rather ethereal evidence that the latter was the case - Tom mentions pitching his tent beside Armstrong’s – but that is about the extent of it. Some have argued that the “unofficial” command structure of the regiment would naturally result in Tom Custer’s assuming command in the event that Armstrong became unable to exercise such. This rather unusual assumption is then used to account for several events during the Custer fight. It is an example of how a remotely-possible situation becomes “fact” and hence the genesis of a favored scenario. There really is no substantial evidence that Tom Custer was anywhere except at the head of C Company and it is not necessary to make extreme leaps of logic to account for his dead body being on Custer Hill, or for C Company’s destruction.

A listing of the 15 men detailed to the pack train, sent back as a messenger, or straggled from the Custer column may be found in the section devoted to The Pack Train and Escort.

The company was under-strength by only a handful of men before starting on the campaign, but detachments prior to setting out and at the Powder River made matters worse. The high number of stragglers during the march on the 25th sent C into the fight with a total of 38 men. Nine of these were “new” men - late 1875 or early 1876 enlistees a far cry from some of the numbers I have seen which purport to show the number of recruits.

The fate of most of the C Company men is difficult to pinpoint, either as individuals or as a unit. Benteen told his wife that very few of C Company horses were found and he speculated that they must have “got away” - although it is hard to figure where he thought they went. Other witnesses describe some individual bodies, but the historians generally fall into two diametrically opposed camps - those who state that C bodies were found scattered all over the battlefield and prove that the Custer fight was a rout and those who create a scenario wherein C Company operates as a unit. These views are explored at length in the Chapter headed Burials, Markers and Survivors and in the main narrative.

There are, however, descriptions and comments on some of the company members, most notably concerning Tom Custer. The most controversial aspect of his death is whether or not Rain-in-the-Face cut out his heart. That story found its genesis in reports that Tom Custer’s body had been disemboweled something which the preponderance of the evidence says was a fact. However, several witnesses categorically denied that the heart had been taken out, or even that the chest cavity had been opened and there was no reason for them to have lied about that specific, since they all reported horrible mutilation of Tom’s body, which was found near Armstrong’s on top of the knoll.

Godfrey said that Tom lay on his face with arrows protruding from his back and the back of his head, which had been pounded into a pulpy mess. Godfrey made a tentative identification from the shape of the body [they had often swum together], and this was verified from the initials T.W.C. tattooed on his arm. Edgerly told Camp that Tom Custer lay with Cooke and Armstrong at the “highest point of ridge” and Godfrey verified this. Hare stated that Tom was horribly mutilated but that his heart was not cut out and Charles Windolph repeated the “terribly mutilated.” Tom O’Neill told Walter Camp that Tom’s breast was not cut open, but that he had been disemboweled. Richard Thompson told Camp that Tom had a hatchet stuck in his face and that he could only be identified by the tattoo. John Ryan of M Company wrote of burying Tom and Armstrong Custer [see Appendix 3.99] and said that the body was “frightfully mutilated” and that “this hero would have been buried without identification had I not recognized the initials on his arm.” Daniel Knipe, on the other hand, said that he could not find his captain’s body, even though he made a special point of looking for it - which is illustrative of the shock most of the men must have felt when they first viewed the battlefield carnage.

A buckskin jacket alleged to have been worn by Tom Custer and identified by its design and lining, was found in the camp of Dull Knife later that year.

Lieutenant Harrington was listed as missing and presumed killed, as his body was not individually identified. It is often speculated that he was one of the several men who almost got away from the fight before shooting themselves [see Indian accounts]. Why Harrington should be singled out for this dubious distinction is beyond me principally for these two reasons. One: a fairly comprehensive sweep was made of the field in a search for wounded survivors, so it is a good bet that most of the bodies of the “escapees” were found - the body counts tend to confirm this. Two: the fact that Harrington’s body was not identified should not be particularly noteworthy, as many, if not the majority, of the bodies were not individually identified - for the simple reason that most of the faces had been smashed beyond recognition and the bodies had lain in the hot sun for three days when the burial details went to work. There is no adequate way to put into words what those bodies looked like or what effect the sight had on the men who had to deal with them. In the past few years, it has been stated that Harrington’s skull had been found and removed by medical personnel, eventually finding its way to Washington and that DNA tests have positively identified it. The exact location of the discovery of the skull is not known.

First Sergeant Bobo was recognized and identified by Daniel Knipe, who knew him well. Knipe also observed the bodies of Sergeants Finkle and Finley. He wrote Camp [20 July 1908] that he “saw Sergeant Bobo, Finley, Finkle, they were lying along the line of march as the company was retreating for the last stand. Sergeants Finley and Finkle were both mutilated very badly. They showed to be wounded. Their horses were lying near them. Bobo was not mutilated at all.”

Knipe also told Camp that “the first dead soldier we came to was Serg. Finley of my own company at point marked [this point Camp always referred to as “Finley” or “the Finley marker,” and it refers to one of the four markers nearest the southern corner of the battlefield]. His body was stuck full of arrows…we passed on toward Calhoun, finding Serg. Finkle on the way between Finley and Calhoun…about two-thirds way to where Keogh lay I recognized the horse of 1st Serg. Bobo of my own co…When I came to the pile of men lying around Capt. Keogh I recognized Serg. Edward Bobo…” There is a photograph of Bobo’s widow [who married Knipe] standing beside Bobo’s marker.

Private J.B.D. Gallene, of M Company, wrote to Father Genin on 5 July 1876, stating: “Sergeant Finley, of company C, whose family you are well acquainted with, I have seen, with his head cut off, after having been scalped…” John Dolan said that Finley’s head had been crushed in and that there were twenty of his own cartridge shells lying by his body.

The location of these bodies has been used to construct more than one scenario of the movements of C Company.

Camp had another theory in mind when he started questioning his interviewees about the location of Corporal John Foley’s body. I think that James Flanagan, Sergeant in Weir’s D Company was the source for Camp’s apparent belief that the men on Weir Point might well have witnessed the suicide of Foley. Flanagan may have told Camp that he saw a trooper riding from the dust-shrouded battlefield pursued by Indians and that this man killed himself near the mouth of Medicine Tail Coulee. Camp used Indian accounts to further this theory, but like most writers on the subject of the Little Horn, he let his theory impose itself upon his evidence. For example, he had He Dog tell him that a soldier rode out of the fight and he assigns the Foley name to the man, just as if He Dog knew who the man was. As already noted, the Indian accounts contain a plethora of references to the “escapee/suicide” scenario, but they have the man riding off in different directions from different places, so it is easy to find one story to fit any theory. Strangely enough, Camp may have found part of the overall truth by employing the wrong methodology. The men on Weir Point may not have seen Foley kill himself, but there is little doubt that they did witness some of the last moments of the Custer battalions.

Stanislas Roy of A told Camp that Foley’s was the first body his company found when they went to bury the bodies on the 28th: “The first dead body we came to was that of Corpl. John Foley. I heard several say: ‘There lies Foley of C Company. I saw him and recognized him easily, as he had bald head and black hair. He was of middle age and I knew him well. [In reality, Foley was 26 years of age and had gray hair]. Foley was at least three-fourths mile in advance of the first group of dead at C [Calhoun Hill]. The next body we came to was that of Sergt. Butler, and from him to first group at C the distance was considerable. He lay probably one-half way from Foley to C. There was no dead horse near either Foley or Butler.” Roy also told Camp that Foley’s body was on “the little rise between the two coulees [Medicine Tail and Deep Coulee]…just over toward the coulee running up to the battlefield. Butler lay 200 or 300 yds. beyond and across the ravine” [see Discussion 5].

The other story of note dealing with C Company is the “mystery” surrounding Private Nathan Short, another of Camp’s pet theories. Camp believed that Short managed to escape the carnage on Custer field and make his way to near the Rosebud somewhere, where he and his horse expired together. To back up this theory, he asked many of his interviewees what they remembered or had heard, and of course, got many disjointed responses, all of which, taken as a whole, prove nothing except that one can find evidence to support virtually any theory.

Roman Rutten told Camp that he heard the story about the man who got to the Rosebud. Camp put Short’s name to this reply. Richard Thompson said that he had seen the horse and carbine in some brush near Rosebud and Yellowstone, but not the body of the man, although at the time it was supposed that this man had escaped from the Custer fight. Camp again assigned Short’s name to this story, although there was nothing to identify Short in Thompson’s account. Camp speculated that perhaps Short’s body had been buried by the time Thompson saw the horse, but there is no record of such a burial in any official records. John McGuire, one of the C survivors, told Camp that he had heard the Nathan Short story. George Glenn said that on the way up the Rosebud to meet Crook, they found a cavalry hat and he saw it. “It was a white wool hat, with brass crossed sabers and a brass letter ‘C.’ It was passed around to see if any one could identify the owner of it. I do not recall that there was any report about a dead man or a dead horse being found with it.” I would think that such a find - of a body and a horse - would have been a sensation at the time, and would surely have made its way into the newspapers. There were no such reports.

Daniel Knipe gave the most detailed information, but it was contradictory. Knipe said: “The dead trooper with his gun and dead horse still lariated to the picket pin was found a few day’s journey from Custer’s hill…somewhere’s about three or four weeks [after the battle]. General Crook’s command found him. He was over in the Rose Bud country…about east, or southeast from the battlefield…I knew the man well. His name was Short, but I do not remember his given name. He belonged to ‘C’ troop, my company. How I came to know it was Short…was that he had his stuff numbered 50, and General Crook reported that the man’s number was 50. He was with the company when I left it…” and also “Short wore a light hat with the cross sabers drawn on the front of it with the number ‘7’ between the sabers…I heard Nathan Short’s body had been found after we marched from the mouth of the Big Horn to the Rosebud, but I did not see the remains. I only heard that the scouts had found them. I did not see anyone who had seen the body, either…”

Rather a lot of nothing upon which to pin a pet theory. One might just as well suggest that if any remains were indeed found they belonged to the deserter from C Company, Charles Campbell, who deserted from Powder River on 20 June.

The remains of Private Willis Wright may have been found at marker 199 near the Keogh Swale [Scott et al in ‘Archaeological Perspectives,’ refer to B9.32].
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COMPANY E

The following men were with E Company and were killed in the Custer fight 25 June 1876.

1Lt. Smith, Algernon E.(33) commanding, attached from A Company

2Lt. Sturgis, James G. (22) temporarily attached from M Company

 lSg. Hohmeyer, Frederick (27) [10 May 75, 3rd enl.]

Sgt. James, William B. (28) [5 Feb 72]

 Ogden, John (31) [15 Nov 72, 2nd enl.]

Cpl. Brown, George C. (24) [19 Oct 72] (Blorm) (Bloom) (C.S.)

 Hagan, Thomas (28) [12 Sep 73] (Hogan)

 Mason, Henry S. (29) [4 Aug 75, 2nd enl.]

 Meyer, Albert H. (24) [27 Sep 73]

Tptr. McElroy, Thomas (31) [3 Jul 75, ACW]

 Moonie, George A. (21) [18 Mar 75] (Mooney)

Pvt. Baker, William (27 [1 Nov 75, 2nd enl.]

 Barth, Robert (25) [6 Dec 72] (Bauth)

 Boyle, Owen (32) [19 Dec 74, MIL]

 Brogan, James (26) [1 Apr 76, 2nd enl.] (Bragew)

 Conner, Edward (29) [5 Dec 72]

 Darris, John (30) [9 Sep 75, ACW] (Daring) (Doring)

 Davis, William (25) [19 Dec 74]

 Farrell, Richard (25) [29 Sep 75]

 Heim, John (24) [19 Jan 75] (Hime)

 Henderson, John (27) [22 Sep 75, 2nd enl.]

 Henderson, Sykes (30) [3 Dec 72, 2nd enl.]

 Hiley, John (27) [20 Jan 72] aka John Stuart Forbes

 Huber, William E. (22) [21 Dec 74]

 Knecht, Andy (23) [22 Sep 73] (Knight)

 O’Connor, Patrick (24) [18 Sep 73] (O’Conner)

 Rees, William (37) [5 Dec 72] (Reese)

 Rood, Edward (28) [19 Sep 73]

 Schele, Henry (33) [19 Dec 72] (Schoole)

 Smallwood, William (23) [18 Dec 74]

 Smith, Albert A. (37) [1 Jan 73, MIL]

 Smith, James (1) (34) [20 May 74, 3rd enl.]

 Smith, James (2) (28) [1 Dec 74]

 Stafford, Benjamin (30) [18 Oct 73]

 Stella, Alexander (23) [1 Dec 74] aka Alexander Stern

 Torrey, William (25) [12 Nov 72] (Tarr)

 Van Sant, Cornelius (26) [5 Sep 72] (Vaugant)

 Walker, George (23) [12 Dec 74] aka George P. Weldon

The following had been detached in the field, at the Powder River Supply Depot unless otherwise noted.

Pvt. Ackison, David (24) [1 Oct 73] sick on Far West

 O’Toole, Francis (36) [6 Dec 72] at Field HQ

 Pandtle, Christopher (27) [28 Oct 72] (Pendle) at Field HQ as Hosp. Att..

These E Company members did not accompany the regiment on the campaign. They were detached at Fort Lincoln, unless otherwise noted.

Cpt. Ilsley, Charles B. (39) ADC to General John Pope

Sgt. Wells, John (43) [11 Jan 72, 2nd enl.] aka John Blanchard

Pvt. Brunns, August (38) [2 Oct 75, 2nd enl.]

 Gilbert, Julius (22) [11 Dec 74]

 Howard, Frank (26) [8 Feb 72]

 Hutter, Anton (25) [9 Feb 72] in asylum at Washington

 McCann, Patrick (22) [19 Dec 74] confined

 Woodruff, Jerry (27) [8 Nov 75, 2nd enl.]

Notes:

The company was about a dozen men short of full strength, but did not detach many men before reaching the Little Horn. A half dozen stragglers or extra assignments to the packs however, left E rather short when it went into combat. Luckily, there was only one recruit.

The body of Algernon “Fresh” Smith was found on, or near, the top of the knoll which terminated the battle ridge, near the body of Armstrong Custer. Knipe merely said that it was there, while Godfrey wrote [16 January 1896] that Smith was among those “nearer the top of the hill.” There was no mention of the condition of the body.

Lieutenant Sturgis was among those listed as missing and presumed killed. There is no doubt that he was among the dead and simply not identifiable. DeRudio told Camp that the horses nearest the river were grays and that Lieutenant Nowlan found Sturgis’ shirt, with a bullet hole through it, amongst the litter of the village site, where Richard Thompson stated that Sturgis’ bloody underwear was also found, apparently by more than one person [Paulding, Godfrey, Thompson]. Sturgis’ head was tentatively identified as one of those found in the remains of the deserted village site [Goldin, Knipe, Glease]. A spurious grave was “created” so that Sturgis’ mother could see where her son had died [along the South Skirmish Line], and a stone marker was placed there for him in 1890, perpetuating the myth. Sturgis’ sister Nina “had a very thrilling experience” when she discovered this marker [Winners of The West, 30 October 1926].

McDougall wrote to Godfrey 18 May 1909 that First Sergeant Hohmeyer’s was among the bodies in the “deep gully” which has come to be known as Deep Ravine or Crazy Horse Ravine/Gulch. McDougall wrote: “I knew Sergeant Hohmeyer at once; he had one sock left on his foot with his name on it.” This is an interesting observation, since the bodies were reportedly in such a state - heaped in a pile and putrid - and the sides of the gully so steep and deep, that it was found totally impossible to go down and bury the bodies. The result was that dirt and brush were reportedly shoved and shoveled down to cover them as well as possible. It is remarkable that McDougall was able to read the name on the one sock he says was left on Hohmeyer’s foot. Dennis Lynch, of F Company, told Camp that the bodies were carried out and buried “on the bank” by men of the 7th Infantry.

Several others of E Company were supposedly recognized among the “heap of bodies” in this “deep gully”, which is also known as Gray Horse Ravine. Francis O’Toole, who had been detached to Field HQ said that he recognized William Rees, while other reports mention Privates Huber and Farrell, and Corporal Meyer [Berwald, O’Toole]. It has been generally accepted that there were 28 bodies buried in this gully and it has been generally accepted that the location is the familiar Deep Ravine. Indeed, that is how Deep Ravine got its name and claim to fame. My opinion is that there were never 28 bodies in Deep Ravine and that the several historical reconstructions of the fight based, in part at any rate, on the supposed action at Deep Ravine involving E Company are based on faulty premises. This subject is discussed at length in Discussion 5.

John Kimm, a surviving member of the company, wrote to Sergeant Ogden’s mother [27 November 1876] that “Custer was buried over half a mile from your son’s grave [which is] very close to the river. One large oak tree is the head of his grave and his name is cut into the tree so anyone can tell his grave fifty years from now, for I cut his name into the tree myself.”

DeRudio told Camp that Private Hiley was actually a member of the Scottish nobility, and that his real name was [John Stuart] Forbes. DeRudio said that a letter was found in Hiley’s trunk at Fort Lincoln, in which letter Hiley’s mother wrote that the trouble that had caused him to flee Scotland was now cleared up, and he could come home.

In 1904, Joseph Blummer, who discovered Blummer Ridge [now more commonly known as Nye/Cartwright Ridge], found a cavalry boot near Deep Coulee [not Deep Ravine]. The boot contained bones and bore the initials “J.D.” This boot could only have belonged to either John Darris of E Company or to John Duggan of L Company. Since there is at least some evidence that E Company was nearer the river than was L, it is more likely that the boot belonged to Darris, although it is possible that Duggan might have been a late attempted-escapee from the fight.
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COMPANY F

The men listed below were with F Company under Custer’s command on the 25th of June and lost their lives on Custer field.

Cpt. Yates, George Walter (33) commanding company and battalion

2Lt. Reiley, William Van Wyck (22) (Reilly, Van W.) temporary duty from E Company

1Sg. Kenney, Michael (27) [7 Mar 76, 3rd enl.]

Sgt. Nursey, Frank (27) [23 Mar 76, 2nd enl.] (Murphy)

 Wilkinson, John (28) [5 Jan 72] (Wilkison)

Cpl. Briody, John (29) [13 Aug 72, 2nd enl.]

 Coleman, Charles (25) [9 Sep 73]

 Teeman, William(29)[27 Aug 72, MIL](Feeman)(Freeman) aka William A. Adams

Farr. Brandon, Benjamin (44) [1 Nov 75, 2nd enl.]

B/smth. Manning, James R. (32) [25 Aug 73]

Pvt. Atchison, Thomas (41) [21 Aug 71, 2nd enl.] (Atcheson)

 Brady, William (28) [15 Sep 75]

 Brown, Benjamin F. (26) [12 Mar 72]

 Brown, William (42) [10 Dec 72, 2nd enl.]

 Bruce, Patrick (31) [1 May 76, 3rd enl.]

 Burnham, Lucien (24) [9 Dec 72]

 Carney, James (32) [9 Dec 72] (Carey)

 Cather, Armantheus (25) [8 Nov 72]

 Dohman, Anton (26) [3 Aug 71] (Dorman) (Antoine)

 Donnelly, Timothy (22) [21 Sep 75]

 Gardner, William (27) [25 Aug 75, ACW] aka John William Gardner

 Hammon, George W. (24) [9 Sep 73]

 Kelly, John (27) [3 Jan 72] (Kidey) (Patrick)

 Klein, Gustav (28) [16 Mar 76, 3rd enl.] (Kline) (Gustave) (Henry) (Heinrich)

 Knauth, Herman (37) [20 Jan 72] (Krianth)

 Lerock, William (25) [9 Feb 72]

 Liemann, Werner L. (33) [30 Jan 73] (Luman) (Lumden) (Lieman)

 Lossee, William (27) [24 Sep 75] (Losse) (Loose)

 Madsen, Christian (28) [24 Aug 72] (Madson) (Madison)

 Milton, Francis (28) [15 Aug 71, 2nd enl.] (James)

 Monroe, Joseph (25) [14 Sep 75]

 Omling, Sebastian (37) [21 Dec 71] (Omeling) (Smeling)

 Rudden, Patrick (23) [24 Sep 75] (Ruddew)

 Saunders, Richard (23) [16 Aug 75] (Sanders)

 Sicfous, Francis (24) [4 Oct 75] (Siefous) (Siclous)

 Warren, George (36) [7 Sep 75, ACW] (Wanew)

 Way, Thomas W. (29) [11 Jul 75, 2nd enl. ACW] (M.) (Trumpeter)

The following were detached in the field and did not accompany their company to the Little Horn. They were at Field Headquarters, unless noted.

Pvt. Brown, Hiram E. (29) [8 Mar 76, 2nd enl.]

 Eades, William (32) [9 Sep 71]

 Hegner, Francis (33) [24 Jul 72, 2nd enl.]

 Milton, Joseph (31) [1 Jan 73, 2nd enl.] at Powder River Depot

 Pilcher, Albert (28) [12 Sep 73] aka Henry Barton

 Schleifforth, Paul (36) [15 Dec 71] (Schleiggorth)

These men were detached prior to 17 May 1876 and did not go on the campaign.

1Lt. Jackson, Henry (39) detached service in Washington

2Lt. Larned, Charles W. at West Point as instructor

Sgt. Drago, Henry (33) [15 Aug 71, 2nd enl.]

Pvt. Downing, Alexander (25) [19 Sep 75]

 Harris, Leonard A. (24) [21 Dec 72] confined at Newport, Kentucky

 Klein, Nikolaus (26) [10 Feb 72] (Nicholas) (Nick)

 Meinike, Ernst (31) [25 Sep 75] (Meniker)

 Sweeney, William (22) [7 Sep 75] confined at Bismarck

 Thorp, Michael (33) [17 Jun 75, 2nd enl.]

Notes:

Company F was only a half dozen men short on its pre-expedition roster, but detachments and stragglers [see Pack Train] sent it into the fight with only 37 officers and men, of whom 6 were 1875 recruits.

The marker for George Yates is close by that of Armstrong Custer. Edgerly told reporters, in 1881 at Fort Yates, that Yates’ body was “lower down, just at the base of the knoll,” while Godfrey wrote in 1896 that it was “nearer the top of the hill.” There is no description of the condition of the body. A blood-stained glove marked “Yates 7th Cay” was reportedly found in the village.

Lieutenant Reiley was not a seconded Engineers officer, as has often been written. He was a Seventh Cavalry officer and had never served in the Engineers. He was in fact first appointed, from civilian life, to the 10th Cavalry and subsequently transferred to E Company of the 7th. He was on temporary duty with F Company. His body was found close to that of George Yates according to both Edgerly and Godfrey, while DeRudio says it was near Armstrong Custer’s. DeRudio also reported that Reiley’s body had been shot full of arrows.

Dennis Lynch told Walter Camp that there were 14 bodies of F Company enlisted men around Custer. He also told Camp that Timothy Donnelly was one of the men “in deep gully,” and that he had “identified Briody by sailor’s mark on his arm.” Briody’s body was found near the deep gully. One of his legs had been cut off and laid under his head

James Rooney, who had probably been with the packs, told Camp that the remains of William Brown were found near his dead horse about 250 yards west of the river, opposite the mouth of the deep gully where the 28 bodies were found. This would be among the litter from the departed village. It is possible that Rooney was mistaken [Camp thought that he might have misidentified the coulee] or that Camp miswrote his notes [“west” for “east”], but it just as possible that Rooney’s surprising observation was correct. If indeed it were correct, then it might justifiably be termed “startling” rather than merely surprising. It is difficult to see how Brown could have got there, but in the heat and smoke of battle, anything is possible. Brown could have been one of those ubiquitous “escapees.”

The body of Corporal Teeman was reportedly found near Custer Hill, unmutilated and with the blouse thrown over the face, this according to both John Burkman and Fremont Kipp. O’Neill opined that Teeman’s body was mistaken for Custer’s when the bodies were exhumed in 1877 and this may account for Sergeant Caddle’s observation that the bones lay on a corporal’s blouse, but that they got the right bones the second time.

Private Gustav Klein did not fare so well, however - his body was found in the same general area, but his head had been crushed by a rock.

Private John Kelly’s body was identified, according to his widow’s pension application, with the cause of death given as a gunshot wound [revolver] to the right temple. He might have been a suicide, or the wound might have been a finishing shot by a warrior.
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THE KEOGH BATTALION

COMPANY I

The following men of I Company died on Custer field on 25 June 1876.

Cpt. Keogh, Myles Walter (36) commanding battalion and company

1Lt. Porter, James Ezekiel (29)

1Sg. Varden, Frank E. (30) [26 May 72, 2nd enl.] (H Co.)

Sgt. Bustard, James (40) [21 Jul 75, 2nd enl.]

Cpl. Morris, George C. (24) [6 Oct 72] aka Eugene L. Cooper

 Staples, Samuel F. (27) [9 Jan 72]

 Wild, John (26) [21 May 73]

Tptr. McGucker, John (39) [27 Nov 71, ACW]

 Patton, John W. (25) [21 Oct 72]

B/smth. Bailey, Henry A. (24) [24 Oct 72]

Pvt. Barry, John (27) [21 Sep 75]

 Broadhurst, Joseph F. (24) [22 Sep 73]

 Conners, Thomas (30) [20 Aug 75, 2nd enl.]

 Downing, Thomas P. (24) [12 Feb 73]

 Driscoll, Edward C. (25) [19 May 73]

 Gillette, David C. (25) [1 Oct 73]

 Gross, George H. (30) [18 Oct 72]

 Hetesimer, Adam (29) [6 Oct 75]

 Holcomb, Edward P. (31) [28 Oct 72]

 Horn, Marion E. (24) [15 Nov 72]

 Kelley, Patrick (35) [13 Sep 71, 2nd enl.] aka Edward H. Kelly

 Lehman, Frederick (28) [1 Oct 71]

 Lehmann, Henry (36) [11 Nov 72]

 Lloyd, Edward W. (24) [30 Sep 73]

 Noshang, Jacob (25) [23 Jan 72]

 O’Bryan, John (25) [8 Jun 73]

 Parker, John (26) [3 Feb 72]

 Pitter, Felix James (26) [4 Sep 73]

 Post, George (28) [28 Jun 75, MIL]

 Quinn, James (25) [13 Feb 72]

 Reed, William (32) [2 Jan 72, 2nd enl.]

 Rossbury, John W. (26) [16 Jan 72]

 Symms, Darwin L. (24) [25 Aug 75]

 Troy, James E. (26) [30 Dec 71]

 Von Bramer, Charles (25) [3 Jan 72]

 Whaley, William B. (27) [24 Sep 73]

The following company personnel were detached in the field, at Powder River unless noted otherwise.

Sgt. Caddle, Michael (31) [29 Sep 73]

 Gaffney, George (30) [20 Nov 71, 2nd enl ACW] to Field HQ

 Murphy, Robert L. (26) [24 Jan 72] to Field HQ

Farr. Rivers, John (42) [11 Sep 71, MIL]

Pvt. Geesbacher, Gabriel (29) [6 Oct 73]

 Lee, Mark E. (27) [27 Sep 75] sick on Far West

 Lynch, Patrick (25) [16 Oct 72] to Field HQ

 Myers, Frederick (28) [14 May 73]

The men listed below did not accompany the expedition. They had been detached at Fort Lincoln, unless noted.

2Lt. Nave, Andrew H. on sick leave

Cpl. McCall, Joseph (23) [23 Sep 73]

Sdlr. Hayward, George (25) [14 May 73] sick

Pvt. Farber, Conrad (39) [10 Jul 71, MIL] at St. Paul

 Fox, Frederick (26) [22 Oct 72]

 Grimes, Andrew (29) [24 Sep 75]

 Haack, Charles L. (50) [25Apr 74, 5th enl. ACW] sick

 McGiniss, John (43) [5 Aug 73, MIL] sick

 Miller, William E. (30) [19 Oct 71] sick

 Porter, John (31) [24 July 71, 2nd enl.] confined at Columbus

 Saas, William (27) [2 Jan 72]

 Thomas, Herbert P. (25) [5 May 73]

Notes:

This company was also short only a half dozen men according to its nominal roster, but detachments and stragglers [see Pack Train] sent it into the fight with a strength of only three dozen. Two of these were recruits

Privates Mcllhargey and Mitchell of this company are listed under the Reno and Custer Headquarters Groups as if they had been permanently transferred to Reno prior to the start of the campaign, as opposed to temporarily assigned as they had been. It has not been established where they in fact died - with Custer or with Keogh.

Keogh’s body was found with his company in the gentle swale that connects Battle Ridge with the higher ridge to the east. Edgerly described finding Keogh’s body to the Reno Court in 1879: “Captain Keogh had evidently been wounded as we found that his leg had been broken and the sergeants of his company had got around him and were killed with him.” As reference to the roster above will show, there were only two sergeants left with I Company and there has been speculation that the body of one of them, James Bustard, was found opposite the mouth of Medicine Tail Coulee, in the Indian village - but Edgerly also told Camp that both Varden and Bustard were near Keogh. He also stated that one of the bullets that struck Comanche probably passed through and broke Keogh’s leg.

Godfrey wrote in 1896 that “Keogh was in a depression just north or below Crittenden Hill and on the slope of the ridge…the body was stript except the socks, and these had the name cut off; in life he wore a Catholic medal suspended from his neck; it was not removed.”

Keogh’s gauntlets were found in the camp of Iron Plume at Slim Buttes later that year.

James Porter was listed as missing and presumed killed, but his wife later said that she had been told that his decapitated body had been tentatively identified. There are several sources for the claim that his buckskin jacket or the lining thereof, was found in the detritus of the village with evidence of at least one bullet having passed through it while it was being worn [Woodruff, Paulding, Godfrey, Thompson]. Richard Thompson told Camp that there were two bullets through it. A marker for Porter has been placed near that for Keogh.

Daniel Knipe told Camp in 1908 that a “Sergeant of I Troop was lying, he and his horse, across the ford in the Indian village or camp. He was not mutilated; his horse was some twenty or thirty steps from him.” This was taken to be James Bustard, for if it had been Frank Varden, Knipe would likely have used his proper rank of first sergeant. As mentioned previously, Edgerly placed both men near Keogh. James Flanagan also placed Bustard with his company, but Trumpeter William Hardy, of A Company, told Camp that Bustard “had Milton DeLacy’s horse, and this horse was found dead on the village side of the river down near the ford.” Unfortunately the ford was not specified and Camp assumed that the reference was to Ford B - Medicine Tail. It could as easily have been any of the other fords.

It is known that Corporal John Wild was killed near Keogh, for there is a well-known photograph showing a significant wooden marker placed for him near that of Keogh, both of these having been erected in 1877. This marker led Fred Dustin to describe I Company as “Wild I” as if the company had enjoyed that nickname and repute, when in fact it had not.

Edgerly said that the body of an I Company trumpeter was found near Keogh, but George Wylie told Camp that the body of Trumpeter John Patton was actually sprawled “across Keogh’s breast when first found.” This would indicate that Patton’s body was moved, probably so that Keogh could be positively identified and then buried.

The bodies of Privates Driscoll and Parker were reportedly found among the 10 bodies lying atop Custer Hill according to William Hardy: “on the river side of the hogback, on ground a little higher up than Adjutant Cooke.”
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COMPANY L

The following men were at the Little Horn and were killed on Custer field 25 June.

1Lt. Calhoun, James (30) commanding company, assigned from C Company

2Lt. Crittenden, John Jordan (22) attached from Co. G 20th Infantry

lSg. Butler, James (34) [31 May 75, 2nd enl. MIL]

Sgt. Cashan, William (31) [17 Dec 72, 3rd enl. MIL] (Pvt.)

 Warren, Amos B. (27) [13 Sep 73] (Pvt.)

Cpl. Gilbert, William H. (24) [2 Oct 73]

 Harrison, William II. (31) [9 Oct 75, 3rd enl.]

 Seiler, John (25) [11 Jul 72] (Seiller)

Tptr. Walsh, Frederick (25) [1 Dec 72]

Farr. Heath, William H. (28) [9 Oct 75] (Kiefer)

B/smth. Siemon, Charles (32) [19 Jul 72, 2nd enl.] (Lunan) (Swan) (Seimon)

Sdlr. Perkins, Charles (28) [18 Aug 75]

Pvt. Adams, George E. (30) [27 Jan 74, 2nd enl.] (C.E.)

 Andrews, William (3l) [21 May 75, MIL]

 Assadily, Anthony (34) [21 Jul 73, 3rd enl.] (Assadely) (Arodelsky)

 Babcock, Elmer (22) [21 Sep 75]

 Burke, John L. (24) [29 Sep 73, MIL]

 Cheever, Ami (25) [21 Sep 72] (Chreer)

 Crisfield, William (40) [1 Sep 75, ACW]

 Duggan, John (27) [24 Sep 73] (Dugan) aka John Crowley

 Dye, William (26) [23 Sep 75]

 Galvan, James (28) [28 Sep 75] (Cairan) (Galvin) aka Michael J. Miller

 Graham, Charles (39) [1 Jul 72, 2nd enl.]

 Hamilton, Henry (33) [20 Jan 72, 2nd enl.]

 Harrington, Weston (21) [4 Nov 72] (Harnington)

 Hauggi, Louis (24) [6 0ct 73] (Haugge) (Lewis)

 Hughes, Francis T. (22) [22 May 75] (L.) aka Francis Thomas Hughes

 Kavanagh, Thomas G. (31) [16 Jan 73, 2nd enl.] (Kavaugh) (Cavavaugh)

 Lobering, Louis (41) [20 May 75, 3rd enl.] (Lovering)

 Mahoney, Bartholomew (30) [29 Oct 72]

 Maxwell, Thomas E. (25) [27 Dec 72]

 McCarthy, Charles (30) [30 Sep 73, 2nd enl.]

 McGue, Peter (28) [23 Dec 72]

 Miller, John (27) [4 Sep 75, 2nd enl.]

 O’Connell, David J. (32) [20 May 74]

 Reibold, Christian (26) [1 Aug 71] (Riebold) (Reinbold)

 Roberts, Henry (26 [11 Nov 72]

 Rogers, Walter (29) [6 Jun 73] (Rodgers) (Roberts)

 Schmidt, Charles (27) [14 Nov 72]

 Scott, Charles (24) [20 Nov 73]

 Siemonson, Bent (25) [6 Feb 72] (Simonson) (Semenson) (Burt) (Bernt)

 Snow, Andrew (23) [24 Sep 75]

 Tarbox, Byron (24) [22 Sep 75]

 Tessier, Edward D. (28) [25 May 71, 2nd enl.] (Tessler) (Edmund)

 Tweed, Thomas (23) [1 Sep 75]

 Vetter, Michael (24) [4 Oct 75] (Veller)

These L Company men were detached in the field, at Powder River unless otherwise specified.

Sgt. Bender, Henry (33) [28 Jan 73]

Cpl. Nunan, John (29) [14 Jan 72, MIL] (Noonan) (Nonen) (Nuwnen) (Mindwen)

Pvt. Hoehn, Max (24) [4 Oct 73]

 Keegan, Michael (44) [6 Aug 72, 5th enl. ACW]

 Lepper, Frederick (27) [12 Nov 72] sick

 McPeake, Alexander (26) [15 Mar 71]

The men listed below did not accompany the expedition, having been detached at Fort Lincoln, unless noted.

Cpt. Sheridan, Michael V. (36) ADC to General P.H. Sheridan

lLt. Braden, Charles on sick leave

2Lt. Eckerson, Edwin P. not yet reported for duty

Sgt. Findeisen, Hugo (41) [14 Jan 72] (Finderson) (Findersen)

Pvt. Colwell, John R. (31) [16 Sep 75] sick

 Conlan, Michael (31) [13 Apr 72] (Conlon)

 Sprague, Otto (22) [27 Aug 75]

Notes:

L Company was almost at full strength before the campaign, but detachments and stragglers [see Pack Train] took it down to 46 officers and men going into action on 25 June. Still it was the strongest of Custer’s companies. There were eight recruits killed with their company.

Jimmi Calhoun had once told his brother-in-law Armstrong Custer that if the time ever came when he needed someone to rely on Jimmi would not be found wanting. It would be nice to say that the physical evidence all points to his having attempted to keep his word. But there is no strong evidence, except from a few statements by interested observers that L Company made any stand on Calhoun Hill after arriving there and there is where Calhoun’s body was found. Edgerly testified that “we found Lieutenant Calhoun who was in rear of the first platoon of his company. About 20 or 30 feet from there was Lieutenant Crittenden lying in the rear of the Second platoon, both about 15 or 20 feet in rear of their platoons.” An analysis of the marker locations does not support such an observation. Edgerly later told Walter Camp that Calhoun had not been mutilated, but that Crittenden had numerous arrows sticking in his body. Varnum, on the other hand, stated that Calhoun had been identified by the fillings in his teeth, making Edgerly’s “not mutilated” testimony somewhat suspect.

Godfrey placed Crittenden “on the hill on the extreme left of the line (when facing the river). Luther Hare told Camp that Calhoun and Crittenden lay near together and that an arrow had been shot into Crittenden’s eye. Hugh Scott told Camp that it was Crittenden’s glass eye which had been broken by having an arrow shot into it [one wonders if the Indian noticed]. Crittenden’s family sent out a marker and coffin for their son and he was reburied where he fell in 1877. It was only when the road was being constructed that Crittenden’s remains were removed to the National Cemetery.

There has probably been as much speculation about the fate of First Sergeant James Butler as about anyone connected with the Custer fights. Butler’s body was reportedly found on the rise of ground which separates Deep and Medicine Tail Coulees, but it may have been found closer to where the current road drops into Deep Coulee, so Foley’s body may have been the one which was on the rise. Butler’s body was moved to the Cemetery in 1905. Godfrey wrote that Butler was “one of the nearest to the ford” and that “indications were that he had sold his life dearly, for near and under him were found many empty cartridge-shells.” Godfrey also stated that Butler’s body bore several wounds and that he had been scalped.

John Martin told Walter Camp that Butler was found by one of the details sent out to scour the area for possible survivors. He told Camp that he had seen the body and that Butler’s dead horse was with him. Stanislas Roy told Camp that Butler lay about halfway between Foley and Calhoun, which is not where Butler’s marker is located, but is closer to the ford by the route that Benteen and Godfrey took. It must be remembered that the Butler marker was first erected in 1921, as the result of a comment to Godfrey by Camp and most definitely has been moved since [Edward S. Luce in 1949 (B4.122) and subsequently (B5.31)]. It may not be in the right place.

There has been speculation that Butler may have been a messenger sent from Custer to Reno, or a messenger from a command at the ford to a command at Blummer Ridge [that seems like idle speculation, given the location of Blummer Ridge] - or even a last minute attempted escapee from the fight - but strangely enough there has been no similar speculation about Foley.

John Foley of K Company told Camp that he found the body of Francis Hughes near Custer on Custer Hill. Private Hamilton was reportedly found between the Keogh and Calhoun positions, while Weston Harrington’s body was found between Custer Hill and Deep Ravine. “His body was not mutilated and a blanket was thrown over him. He was known among the Sioux before he enlisted, and it was thought that some of the Sioux recognized him and protected his body in this way [Harrington enlisted at Columbus, Ohio in 1872, at the age of l7 - he said he was 21 - so it is difficult to see when it was that he cultivated his acquaintance with the Sioux “before he enlisted.”]

The body of “Boss” Tweed was found “within fifty yards” of Armstrong Custer’s body, according to George Glease. “His crotch had been split up with an ax and one of his legs thrown up over his shoulder. He was shot with arrows in both eyes. A wounded horse lay near him groaning, and we knocked him in the head with a bloody ax that lay near by, evidently one that had been used by the Indians to cut up or mutilate the wounded.” Perhaps this was the very axe used on Tweed, who was Glease’s former “bunky.”

Chip Creighton told Walter Camp that he had seen the body of Charles Graham “between Lieutenant Calhoun and Captain Keogh

A boot belonging to Private John Duggan may have been found by Joseph Blummer in 1904 near Deep Coulee. This boot contained bones and the initials “J.D.” I have speculated previously that it more likely belonged to John Darris of E Company.

Jacob Horner told an interesting anecdote about Charles Schmidt, in which Schmidt, his buddy, “secured the horse of Michael Ragan of K Company, A Civil War veteran, and went in Ragan’s place.” The story implied that Schmidt was a recruit: “many of the recruits obtained horses.” Schmidt however, was not close to being a recruit and was a few years older than Horner. It is doubtful that Schmidt and Horner were buddies, and even more doubtful that Ragan was forced to give up his horse for Schmidt, who was only four years younger and who had been in the army a year longer. This is another of those wonderfully poignant or heart-stirring stories which grew up in the fertile soil of the Custer mythology, but which cannot stand close scrutiny.
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CUSTER BATTALIONS BATTLE STATISTICS FOR VARIOUS PHASES OF THE FIGHTS

The following tables indicate specific strengths and casualties for the companies making up the two Custer Battalions, one commanded by Captain Keogh and one by Captain Yates. I believe that they were: C E and F under Yates, and I and L under Keogh. The reasons for this belief and hence assumption, were discussed previously.

All of the Custer companies were at relatively full strength prior to the expedition, with the exception of L, which was short a dozen men. Detachments before setting out and in the field adversely affected all of them. There were large numbers of “stragglers” from these units, with the notable exception of I Company, and this was an additional sapping of strength. The reasons behind these large numbers of stragglers and/or additional assignments to the pack details for the Custer companies are not clear, even after more than a hundred years. But two things are quite clear, Reno’s and Benteen’s battalions did not have the same problem with straggling or broken down horses, or whatever - and these additional detachments were very significant.

Thus Custer’s command was considerably weaker than its tough-sounding “five companies of cavalry” implied. When one thought of five companies, one imagined almost half a regiment and this led to many writers overestimating the strength, the losses and the number of missing men involved. As an example, early stories stated that 250-300 men had died with Custer, which is what the writers assumed was the strength of five companies, making it very difficult to explain why only 205-215 bodies had been found and buried. Of course, as we have seen, there were no dozens of missing men, no mysteries as to the fate of C Company [see below as to Benteen’s question] and no survivors [see Discussion 5.]

As is the case with all of the numbers included in the Rosters section, the following tables are based upon the Seventh Cavalry rosters and muster rolls. I have not rigged the numbers to arrive at some predetermined result and will not indulge in any wild flights of fanciful reasoning to show that they are correct. In the final analysis, it does not matter much whether there were 700 men in the Seventh Cavalry or 800. It only matters that we know with reasonable certainty how many were where at what time, so that we can truly understand what happened and possibly why it happened the way it did - and so that we can clear up some specific questions and controversies that have always swirled around the Little Horn.
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Theodore Goldin is not included in the Headquarters group or in the detached messengers section. Daniel Knipe is shown as a messenger detached. Mitch Boyer is shown as if he had been with the command from the beginning.
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The scouts number above includes only those Crows who were temporarily with Custer’s column. Their net effect is zero, insofar as the numbers are concerned. The two Crows who went with Reno are included in that battalion’s statistics.

STATISTICS FOR THE SEVENTH CAVALRY REGIMENT IN THE CAMPAIGN CULMINATING IN THE FIGHTS ON THE LITTLE HORN 25 AND 26 JUNE 1876

The following tables do not repeat all of the details, such as messengers, which were previously given under individual unit and battalion headings. For this reason, the numbers in this section will not necessarily add up. The intent here is to accurately portray the strength of the Seventh Cavalry at various important points, to show the cumulative effect of detachments, and to show the casualties actually incurred.
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Notes:

Initial Battle Strength indicates the number of men available for fighting purposes at the beginning of the various actions, for example it would be the total number of men with Reno’s command. Readers will by now be fully aware that there were losses from the Reno Battalion due to the departure of some of the Indian Scouts on horse-stealing missions and the lagging behind of some other scouts.

The casualty rates are based simply upon the total number of men exposed. One might argue that not everyone was so exposed, but that argument must fail. Even the “missing” scouts were engaged in several fights either in the valley with Reno, or while traversing the high ground to Ash Creek valley.

[CN] 5.18

[CT] GENERAL SHERIDAN AND MAJOR GEORGE A. FORSYTH: REPORTS OF APRIL 8, 1878, RELATIVE TO A VISIT TO THE CUSTER BATTLEFIELD JULY 1877 AND SOME COMMENTARY FROM OTHER MEMBERS OF THE SAME GROUP

In the latter part of July 1877, a party consisting of Generals Sheridan and Crook, their staffs and escorting troops from the 5th Cavalry made a visit to Custer battlefield, while on its way from the Big Horns to Post No. 2. This was less than a month after Mike Sheridan’s mission to retrieve the bodies of the officers and clean up the field. General Sheridan wanted to see for himself what his younger brother had accomplished and that the horror stories appearing in the newspapers were untrue. His report of 8 April 1878 to the Adjutant General of the Army, states that he found nothing at all amiss. His report, like Forsyth’s, was specifically requested to counter the continuing harsh criticisms being leveled at the Army in the press. That is why these reports were written in 1878. Note that Forsyth calls his a supplementary report, which means that it was written after the fact to fulfill a special purpose.

After stating that he ordered Major George Forsyth “and seventy men, with Sioux guides who had been in the battle, to scout the country around the battlefield and thoroughly examine for any body or bones, and if found, to carefully bury them,” Sheridan reported that he “visited the main portion of the battlefield myself, and found all the graves neatly raised as in cemeteries inside civilization, and most, if not all, marked with headboards or stakes.” He thought that “nearly all the desecration of graves at the Custer battlefield has been done by curiosity hunters…I have myself known of one or two cases where bones were exhibited as relics from the Custer Battlefield.”

This report paints a rather glowing picture of the scene on Custer field. Forsyth’s, which is reproduced as follows in its entirety, is perhaps a little less rosy, but it is nonetheless a positive report of what was found and what was done. One could hardly expect negative reports, since these would only reflect poorly on the Army in general and on Mike Sheridan in particular. As shall be seen however, not everyone who was there at the time saw the same things or received the same impressions. First, Forsyth:

Headquarters Military Division of the Missouri,

Chicago, April 8, 1878.

Lieut. Gen. P.H. Sheridan,

Commanding Mil. Div. Missouri,

Chicago

I have the honor to make the following supplementary report, regarding the condition of the graves on the Custer battleground on the Little Horn or Custer River, as they appeared on the 21st of July, 1877. The original report made upon this subject shortly after your return from your tour of inspection has, in some manner been lost or mislaid [and so have all the copies of it!!]

By your direction, a detail of 60 enlisted men and three commissioned officers made from the detachment of troops accompanying your headquarters and with this force, equipped with all the spades, shovels and picks of the command, Maj. V.K. Hart, 5th Cavalry, commanding the escort, and myself made a thorough and careful survey [inspection – it was not a geographical survey] of the battlefield on both sides of the river, with the following results: We found that, as a general rule, the graves were in as good a condition as, under the circumstances and considering the extreme lightness of the soil and the entire absence from it of clay, gravel or stones, could have been expected. The grave of Lieut. Crittenden - the only officer’s body that had not been removed for burial, was plainly and distinctly marked by a wooden cross, as were also the graves of several of the citizens who fell in the fight. The soldiers’ graves were generally grouped together in four distinct places, and with two exceptions where wolves had dug for prey, were well covered.

On the side of a ravine where a number of bodies had been buried, we found several skeletons that had been exposed by rains washing the side of the ravine, as it was as easily washed out as so much ashes. Upon the west side of the river, we also discovered parts of several skeletons disinterred by wolves.

Our search over the whole field was thorough and exhaustive, and when we returned to camp I do not think there was a human bone unburied on the field. The total skeletons and parts of skeletons reburied were seventeen (17). Our party was divided into three detachments, each commanded by a commissioned officer, and the time spent reburying and searching for graves that had been disturbed was over four hours. I do not think that there will ever be a time in the spring, or after the spring rains, that portions of skeletons will not be exposed, if the remains are left there, for the soil is so light, bakes so hard and disintegrates to such an extent in summer, that washouts from four to ten feet in depth among the hillocks are not at all unusual.

I am, General,

Very respectfully,

Your obedient Servant,

Geo. A. Forsyth,

Maj. & A.A.D.C.

That both Sheridan and Forsyth fudged on what they found and to a lesser extent on what they did and how the field was left, is evidenced by the accounts and commentary of others who were on the field at the same time or shortly afterward (see Appendices 5.11/12).

John G. Bourke is well-known to those familiar with the history of the west. Now most noted as diarist and author (refer to B5.3 & 4), Bourke was a long-time aide to General George Crook an able soldier (Medal of Honor) and keen observer, though not necessarily totally objective when it came to his mentor. Bourke was First Lieutenant 3rd Cavalry, with Crook’s staff, and during the visit to Custer field had no assigned duties. He was therefore able to go where he pleased and he recorded his observations in his diary.

A great number of skeletons of horses, killed perhaps by our own people to serve as bulwarks against the enemy, strewed the ground at this point. On the summit of this knoll is the skeleton of Custer’s horse, and here Custer’s own spirit took its flight. Lower down are scattered the graves of other officers and soldiers, at the head of each a stout sapling, cleft at the extremity to hold a fragment of paper with the names of the fallen.

On this knoll, the butchery practically ended; a frightened herd of (30) thirty or (40) forty poor wretches, still surviving, strove to gain the banks of the river. They were killed like wolves. As we made our way along the ravine, we stumbled upon (4) four skulls in one collection, a lone one in another place, another under a little brush and still another, picked up by my orderly, Private Glenman, 3rd Cavy.

These corpses had been buried exactly where they fell by General Terry’s and Gibbon’s Commands over a year ago, but had been washed out by rain or dug up by wolves; it was hard to go ten yards in any direction without stepping on portions of the human anatomy and skeletons of horses, singly or mixed together.

Colonel Sheridan, of Lieutenant General Sheridan’s staff, was out here a fortnight ago to take up the bodies of the officers and also to rebury the remains of any of the soldiers that might from any cause have been exhumed. The extent of the field was a great obstacle to the accomplishment of this task, which indeed may never be done unless the skeletons of the animals are likewise buried. Pieces of clothing, soldiers’ hats, cavalry coats, boots with the leather legs cut off, but with the human feet and bones still sticking in them strewed the hill.

Well down the ravine of which I write was the grave of Captain Tom Custer, and below that still another surmounted by a sapling, in whose paper I read the name scrawled in a rude hand (on the leaf of a pocket-diary bearing the printed date, “May 26”), “BOSTON CUSTAR.”

Sticking out from the ground in the ravine was the body of a man still clad in the rough garb of a scout, boots and bullet-ridden hat still by him; there was nothing to give the slightest idea as to who he may have been [it is obvious from his references to Tom and Boston Custer that Bourke was riding down the divide now referred to as the South Skirmish Line, and it is equally obvious that the Scout was none other than Mitch Boyer, whose body was positively identified there in 1984/5] - and this was the Custer battleground or slaughter-ground!!!

Here are seven parts of skeletons found in a short space and yet Forsyth would have us believe that only seventeen were found in total. Bourke also gave a number of seventeen, writing that ten of them had never been buried. He also noted, as quoted above, that it was difficult to go more than ten yards in any direction without his horse stepping on a skeleton or part thereof. He noted cavalry accoutrements scattered over the field - as well as hundreds of horse bones. He and Second Lieutenant Homer Wheeler (refer to B7.121) of the 5th Cavalry found the remains of a horse they believed had been George Custer’s and each cut off a pair of hooves as mementos. Bourke had his made into ink stands; Wheeler lost his.

Both Bourke and Wheeler noted that the men had been buried where they fell and that the sites were generally marked by stakes. Wheeler recalled that stakes were at both ends on the gravesites, which might account for some later errors in placement of the marble markers. He also notes that several bodies had been washed out of their graves.

Chris Madsen, who was later to gain lasting fame as a lawman in the Oklahoma Territory, was a private in the 5th Cavalry. He had, he later said [refer to B2.33], been on the field on 5 August 1876, so the 21 July 1877 visit was his second. There were, he said, bodies washed out by rains, bodies that had been dragged about by wolves, and bodies that had never been found and buried in the first place.

Upon our arrival, the battlefield was covered with such a luxuriant growth of tall grass that often it was difficult to see a man riding ahead of you. A tornado struck the spot during our stay and literally whipped it bare of vegetation. To our surprise, we found in remote ravines and depressions and sagebrush thickets a number of bodies that had been overlooked by the burial party. There were skeletons in faded uniforms that had been mauled and dragged about by wolves. General Sheridan ordered that all bones be buried.

Although these additional witnesses might tend to show that Mike Sheridan had not done the job he reported he had done, and definitely indicate that Phil Sheridan and George Forsyth sugar-coated the truth, still the upshot is that the graves were tidied up, and the exposed remains reburied. It is most important to note that all witnesses state that the men had been buried where they fell, and that the locations were well-marked - perhaps, if Wheeler’s account was accurate, marked too well. There were however, dissenting witnesses, as demonstrated by the accounts of Trumpeter A.F. Mulford, an anonymous contributor to the New York Sun, and Dr. William A. Allen [see Appendix 5.12].

[CN] 5.19

[CT] LIEUTENANT COLONEL MICHAEL V. SHERIDAN: OFFICIAL REPORT OF JULY 20, 1877 AND HIS ACCOUNT GIVEN TO THE CHICAGO TIMES JULY 25, 1877

The party that visited Custer battlefield in June 1877, with the purpose of removing the officers’ bodies for reburial elsewhere, was commanded by Michael V. Sheridan, a Seventh Cavalry captain who had been on detached duty at the time of the fights on the Little Horn. He still was, serving on his brother’s (Phil Sheridan) staff, with a temporary rank of Lieutenant Colonel and A.D.C.. Sheridan was accompanied by, among others, Captain Henry J. Nowlan, also of the Seventh, who had drawn a rough map of the officers’ gravesites during the original burials and by George Herendeen, who had also been present on 28 June 1876.

The work party consisted of Company I, Seventh Cavalry, and included a few veteran soldiers of the regiment. The questions surrounding the removal of the officers’ bodies and the reburial of the enlisted men are explored in Chapter 5, but I wanted to reproduce larger excerpts from Sheridan’s official report and an unofficial account given to the press than I quoted in that Chapter.

The first excerpts are from Sheridan’s report, dated 20 July 1877, and addressed to General Philip Sheridan. I have edited it as to extraneous material, but have removed nothing germane to the points at hand.

I arrived at the mouth of the Big-horn, after many delays, on the evening of the 27th June, and found that Capt. Nowlan had finished swimming his horses across the river that morning…As the cavalry had gotten over one day’s march ahead of me, I now concluded to abandon the boat, and next morning, accompanied by Lieut. G.C. Doane, 2nd Cavalry, whom I met near the Crow village, and one man, started on horseback for the mouth of the Little-horn, overtaking Capt. Nowlan at that point. The crossing of the Big-horn River was begun…on the morning of June 30th and accomplished by noon of July 1st, and finding it almost impossible to take over our wagons, I left them on the north bank and borrowed four ox-teams from Col. Buell [Post No. 2]. That afternoon we started for the battle-field, where we arrived on the morning of July 2nd.

The command was put into camp, and Capt. Nowlan and myself, with a small detachment and some Crow Indians, proceeded to make an examination of the battle-field. Lieut. Doane had kindly sent with me the Crow Indian named Curly, who has claimed to be the only person who escaped from Col. Custer’s party, and also Half-yellow-face, another Crow Indian who accompanied Maj. Reno in his attack on the village, in the hope that by going over the ground with them some intelligible account of the massacre might be obtained. Curly showed me the route he had taken and where he had hidden during the fight, and also described, through a good interpreter, the time and place at which he had deserted Custer, and I soon became fully convinced that he had run away before the fight really began, and that the greater portion of his tale was untrustworthy. Half-yellow-face was of no more account to me than Curly, and I therefore gave up the idea of obtaining from these Indians any account of the battle.

After crossing to the east bank of the Little-horn, at the ford where it has been supposed Custer attempted to cross, we followed the route indicated on Maguire’s map, and at a distance of about a fourth of a mile back from the ford and on the slope of the hill, we began to find the graves of the killed, and all the way from this slope to where Custer fell the route is marked by these graves.

The first officer’s grave was that of Lieut. Jas. Calhoun, the next Lieut. John J. Crittenden, the next Capt. Myles W. Keogh, and then no more until we reached the point of the hill, where we found Col. Geo. A. Custer, Capt. Thomas W. Custer, Capt. Geo W. Yates, Lieut. Wm. W. Cooke, Lieut. Algernon E. Smith and Lieut. Wm. Van W. Reily, surrounded by the remains of about sixty men. From this hill we pursued the route laid down in the map in a south-easterly direction towards the river, still plainly marked by the line of dead [this is evidence of the existence of a line of bodies on what has come to be called the South Skirmish Line], in the hope that something might be discovered to identify the bodies of Lieut. Jas. G. Sturgis, Lieut. Jas. E. Porter, Lieut. Henry M. Harrington and Dr. Geo. E. Lord, but our search was not successful.

As some rumors had been circulated last year stating that a party had escaped from the battle-field and been massacred some three or four miles from it. I directed the scouts and Indians to scour the country in a circuit of about ten miles from Custer’s hill, with the hope of finding the remains of this party [there was no such party]. This search was followed up the next day by a more thorough one, and on the third day by Capt. Nowlan with the greater portion of his company and all the Crow Indians and scouts, and not an indication was met with which would go to show that any portion of the command made its way through the Indians.

The remains of Col. Custer, Capt. Keogh, Capt. Custer, Capt. Yates, Lieut. Cooke, Lt. Smith, Lieut. Calhoun, Lieut. Donald McIntosh, Lieut. Reily, Lieut. Benj. H. Hodgson and Dr. DeWolf, were identified by Capt. Nowlan and some of the men of the 7th Cavalry who had assisted in their burial, without difficulty, by a distinct recollection of the ground, and also by a numbered cedar stake that had been driven into the ground at the head of each grave at the time of burial, and which corresponded with a number given in Maguire’s map.

The remains of each of the above named officers were carefully transferred to pine boxes, that had been made for me by Col. Buell at Post No. 2, and taken across the river to my main camp, while those of Lieut. Crittenden were enclosed in a coffin and buried where he fell. In the meantime parties had been sent out in all directions over the field to find and mark the graves of the enlisted men. As soon as these were found, details of burial parties were made, and the work of re-covering the bones of those who had been partially exposed by the ravages of coyotes was carried on until it was concluded on July 4th. As I. had no lumber with which to make coffins, it was thought best to simply re-cover the graves and mark them with cedar stakes, so that the remains could be collected hereafter and buried in a cemetery, if one be declared there, or else removed to the cemetery at Post No. 2. No identification of the remains can, however, be made, for the bodies were not identified and marked when they were originally interred.

After the completion of this work, the command thoroughly searched all the country on the east bank of the river, as far as the cedar bluffs, and extending from Reno’s crossing, down the river to within about ten miles of its mouth, for any missing bodies, and I believe that all have now been buried, though it is possible that in the breaks and ravines, some may have escaped us.

Late on the evening of July 4th, the remains of the officers arrived at Post No. 2 until July 7th, when they were transferred to the steamer Fletcher…

As mentioned, Captain Sheridan also gave a statement to the Chicago Times, partly as follows:

Fifty picked men were deployed into a skirmish line, to look up the trenches or graves of the victims of the massacre. Each man carried a handful of willow withes, which had been gathered in the valley nearby. Whenever the skirmishers came to a grave or trench, the place was marked by a willow stem. In this way the ground was closely scrutinized for miles around. All the graves of both the men and officers were discovered without difficulty. The remains were found to be scattered over an area of several hundred acres.

All that evening in camp the soldiers were converting cedar boughs into stakes, or headboards, with which to mark the graves. Each stake was cut just three feet long, and was intended to be driven into the ground two-thirds of its length. On the morning of the 3rd a fatigue party was ordered out to exhume and re-inter the remains of the soldiers who fell around Custer. There were large and small trenches. Some contained but few remains. Others contained long rows of separate sets of bones, indicating that as many as a dozen had been buried together. Where a little band had fought together, and had fallen side by side or in a heap, they had received burial in about the same order in which they fell. Only the naked bones remained in the trenches. There were no traces of flesh or corruption, and no odor, except that which was wafted from the shoals of wild flowers blooming in the valley below. In a few hours the thin layer of dirt had been removed from the bones of over two hundred soldiers, and the remains re-interred in the same trenches, but rather more decently than before. Three feet of earth, tastefully heaped and packed with spades and mallets, was put upon each set of remains, and the head marked by a cedar stake.

The same day the bones of the officers were exhumed. The remains of the following officers were unmistakably identified: Gen. Custer, his brother, Col. Tom Custer, Col. Keogh, Col. Cooke, Capt. Yates, and Lieuts. Smith, Calhoun, Crittenden, and Reily. They had been buried just as they had fallen, with the single exception of Col. Custer, who had received interment alongside his brother.

The grave of the Custers was near the summit of the little knoll, right where the gallant soldier had taken his last stand. The ground for two hundred feet around was filled with remains. Over sixty men had been killed on that little elevation. The surface of the knoll was strewn with dry bones of horses, which were bleached to the whiteness of ivory. From the position of these bones it was evident to the observer that the horses had been shot for the purpose of forming a breastwork. It looked as if the animals had been led into a position describing a half-circle and shot in their tracks.

In one or two instances shreds of clothing were found adhering to the remains of the eight officers [I assume that the reference is to the officers on Custer field. Sheridan took away 11 bodies, 10 of which were of officers], and in one or two graves the slightest trace of hair was discovered. In most cases the bones had separated, though there were one or two exceptions in which the anatomy adhered together perfectly.

The remains of Lieut, Crittenden were given permanent burial on the spot where he fell. This was in obedience to the wishes of his father, who objected to the removal of his son’s bones. A neat pine box, containing his disintegrated anatomy, was sunk three feet in the ground, and a cedar stake, bearing his name and regiment was driven down at the head of the coffin. In the meantime the bones of the other seven officers had been placed in coffins and conveyed to camp.

[CN] 5.20

[CT] LIEUTENANT COLONEL MICHAEL V. SHERIDAN: TESTIMONY AT THE RENO COURT OF INQUIRY, 1879

Lieutenant Colonel Michael Sheridan, Captain Seventh Cavalry, was the Military Secretary to his brother Lieutenant General Phil Sheridan when he gave testimony before the Reno Court of Inquiry, having been called as a witness by Major Reno. He had been on this duty for several years and the Lieutenant Colonel rank and pay etc. went along with the job – temporarily, of course.

Sheridan’s testimony is most interesting for his descriptions of the battlefield and of the retrieval of the officers’ bodies in 1877 (see Appendix 5.19 supra). I have done only minor editing, in the form of punctuation etc., otherwise the testimony is given in total.

After being sworn in the usual manner, Sheridan testifies as follows.

 Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) State you name, rank and official designation, and where stationed?

A) M. V. Sheridan, Lieutenant Colonel and Military Secretary to the Lieutenant General, stationed at Chicago, Illinois.

Q) Did you ever visit what is known as the battlefield of the Little Big Horn River?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) When?

A) In July 1877.

Q) For the purpose of making an examination?

A) For the purpose of bringing away the bodies of officers killed there.

Q) State the results of your examination of the position, and of that point “B” on the map [Medicine Tail Coulee ford].

A) I was there for nearly three days, and crossed at the point “B” several times. I suppose seven or eight or ten times myself, and went over from that point to the point “E” [Custer Hill] and over the whole country in that vicinity, out to a point called Cedar Bluffs, some 4 miles to the right, back of the stream. I suppose I went over a circuit of 10 or 15 miles.

Q) What difficulty, if any, did you find in crossing the stream at the point “B?”

A) I found no difficulty at all, it was a good ford.

Q) Was there any difficulty in crossing the stream at that point with a wagon?

A) No, sir. I sent a wagon across there several times.

Q) What was the character of the country approaching the ford, on the right bank of the stream?

A) Right at that point, or about 50 yards from it, was a dry ravine that had been the bed of an old creek, for about 50 yards it sloped down gradually and was nearly level. Perhaps a wagon could not cross, but there would be no difficulty in horsemen crossing it.

Q) What was the character of the country adjacent to the ford “B” for the purpose of defense, or for covering the crossing?

A) I think it would be good. There was a high point in the angle between the dry ravine and the Little Big Horn that rises up with shelving banks, and it was good to cover the crossing either for going over the stream or resisting an attack.

Q) What number of men could efficiently protect the crossing against a body of men advancing from the other side?

A) I think 25 men could cover the ford perfectly.

Q) Against a very large number of advancing Indians?

A) I think so. I don’t think they would cross with those men lying there in that position.

Q) Did you observe the timber on the left hand side of the stream? If so, does this map correctly represent it?

A) No, sir, it represents very much more timber than there was.

Q) State if you have a sketch made of the place where the command of General Custer was killed, and whether it shows with reasonable accuracy the positions where the men and officers were killed.

A) Yes, sir, I have a sketch made by Captain Nowlan. It is a rough sketch not made with reference to any scale, and was made for me to exhibit to the Lieutenant General when I came back [this was a map made by Lieutenant Nowlan on the field in 1876, showing the location of the officers’ burials]

Q) What does that map represent?

A) It represents the position in which the bodies were found. The first point on the dotted line is where the first body was found back from the ford “B.” It is nearly half a mile back. I did not notice any more bodies, or more than one or two, before we came to the crest of the ridge and there we found Lieutenant Calhoun’s company, or I was informed they were his company. There I found the men at intervals, as though there were a skirmish line, or resistance had been made there. There was no other place that showed evidence of resistance having been made. There were other men killed in various positions, and in every direction. Behind the position in which I found Lieutenant Calhoun’s body was that of Lieutenant Crittenden who was attached to the regiment at that time. From a quarter to a half mile in rear of that I found Captain Keogh’s body. Then they continued in scattered condition to the point of the ridge where we found the remains of 40 or 50 officers and men, among others, those of General Custer, Colonel Custer, Captain Yates, Lieutenant Smith and perhaps one or two others, I don’t remember who.

Q) What was the character of the place where General Custer and the officers about him were found?

A) It was a rough point or narrow ridge not wide enough on top to drive a wagon on. It was not a position where successful resistance could be made. Across that ridge were 5 or 6 horses apparently in line, and looked as though they had been killed for the purposes of resistance; but the remains were found in a confused mass.

Q) If you were able to form an opinion from the position of the bodies, and the nature of the ground with regard to the nature of the struggle, I wish you would give it.

A) From the position of those bodies of Captain Calhoun’s company, it looked to me as though that was the only point where resistance was made at all. I don’t think the struggle could have lasted over an hour. Of course, that is merely an opinion, and I merely give it for what it is worth [one might well wonder what this testimony had to do with the performance of Major Reno].

 Questions by the Recorder:

Q) How long after the battle [was it] till you visited that field?

A) About a year after.

Q) The position of those bodies as you found them was where they had been buried, was it not?

A) Yes, sir.

Q) You don’t know that that was the position in which the men had fallen on the field?

A) No, sir, I do not.

Q) State whether in a cavalry charge, or in troops advancing, the dead bodies on the field will appear in line showing resistance, or scattered.

A) I think in a charge they would show rather in a scattered condition.

Q) Did you make an examination of the river below the ford “B”?

A) Yes, sir, I crossed at one place below, perhaps a half or three-quarters of a mile. There was a good ford there.

Q) Were there indications that it had been used by the Indians?

A) Yes, sir, it had evidently been used either by Indians or buffaloes.

 Questions by the Court:

Q) From what direction did you approach that field?

A) I came from the north. I came up the valley.

Q) You did not go over the trail the troops probably pursued in going there?

A) I went up to the point known as ford “A” [Reno’s first crossing] and rode over it, and went over what was known as Reno’s position [in the valley], but not back beyond “A.”

Q) How was the crossing of the river between “A” and “B”: say for some hundred yards up from “B”?

A) I don’t think it possible for a command to cross there if resistance were made. Not only was the crossing bad but [so was] the approach to it, on account of the precipitous bluffs. It would be difficult for a command to get down there even without resistance.

Q) Don’t you know that fords sometimes change, and that what may be a practicable ford one year is not certain to be practicable another year?

A) That would be the case in a stream with a soft bottom. That [stream] had a hard gravelly bottom and I don’t think it would change much [except that the actual course of the river changes frequently with flood conditions, and hence the fords would also change].

Questions by Major Reno, through his counsel, Lyman Gilbert:

Q) What was the character of the right bank of the stream from the point “A” to the point “B”?

A) I think it was pretty generally a cut bank. I tried to cross it at several places, and I don’t think it would be practicable to cross it, if resistance were made, at any point between “A” and “B.”

Questions by the Recorder:

Q) Following the banks of the ravine from “B” did you notice the approaches to it?

A) Yes, sir, I went down the ravine on what may be known as the left bank of it, I suppose two miles, and then crossed it.

Q) There are bluffs on the right bank following it from the mouth up?

A) After you get above the mouth 30 or 40 yards it would be difficult to cross it till you went up nearly two miles, it had steep cut banks.
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INTRODUCTION TO THE SOURCE LIST AND BIBLIOGRAPHY

The purpose of this Introduction is to provide the reader with some background as to why this bibliography is arranged in the manner in which it is arranged, and what the inclusion or exclusion of particular works does and does not signify.

I am not altogether certain of when I first became aware of someone named George Armstrong Custer—probably before I was ten years old—but I do remember quite clearly that for several years I thought that the gentleman was “made up”—what we called fictional characters in my neighborhood, in those days, at that age. Of course, I saw several depictions of him in the movies, most notably in Warner’s “They Died with Their Boots On;” but they only reinforced the impression that he was the product of someone’s colorful imagination—along with his “really neat” name.

I first learned that he had been a “real person” when I was about 12, and saw his name in a book I was using to do a report on the American Civil War for a history project. Not only had he been real, I discovered, but he had been a famous general and leader of cavalry during the War and in fact had been the youngest general in the history of the U.S. Army. But my principal interest was in military history, not in George Custer, and aside from learning that he had indeed been “massacred” by Indians in the wilds of Montana, I didn’t pay much attention to Custer and his Last Stand.

In 1958, in Winnipeg, Manitoba, the first of a series of rather strange and mystical incidents occurred that resulted in my developing an intense interest in the subject of what had actually happened at the Little Horn on the 25th and 26th of June, 1876. My first visit to the battlefield was in that same year, by accident, and I have been over the ground there many times—and over the route followed by the Seventh Cavalry from the Rosebud to the Little Horn more than once.

As mentioned, I developed an intense, personal interest in the Little Horn, and engaged in painstaking and voluminous research, all for my own benefit. Up until about 1964, I kept my copious notes—and a long list of sources—in a very haphazard manner. Unfortunately, since I had no idea of writing anything on the subject, I failed utterly in keeping complete records of what information came from which source, with the result that I must make a disclaimer regarding the Source List and Bibliography: “Every source consulted appears in the Bibliography; but not every item listed was necessarily consulted.” We might call this Special Note Number One.

Of course there are a few exceptions to this rule—after all, one purpose of rules is to be able to identify exceptions—and these are identified in the text with the notation that I don’t know where I found a certain piece of information. There are, I think, less than five or six such notations, and none of them are critical to the sequence of events outlined in the narrative.

There are however, more than a few entries in the Bibliography which I have either never seen or have, perhaps prematurely, discarded as not of historical importance, or of interest to me, and there are a great many works which are not listed—either because I considered them superfluous or too esoteric, or simply because I was unaware of their existence. At a certain point in time, I decided that I would no longer read or consult others’ theories of the fights.

I did not set out to create a “complete” Custer bibliography, for I think that would be an impossible task, and “no attempt was made to include all existing Custer material” can be called Special Note Number Two.

Although I purposely left out a few works which I considered to be of questionable merit, that does not mean that I left out everything with which I disagreed or which I considered had been poorly researched or was severely biased. Obviously, I felt that all previous works had been lacking to one extent or another, else I would not have produced this one. Which all leads us to Special Note Number Three: “The inclusion or exclusion of any particular work or document must not be construed as a comment on that item’s worth or merit.”

I take full responsibility for what appears in the Bibliography and I am equally guilty of how it appears. I have attempted to arrive at a format that will prove helpful to serious students as well as to casual readers and I have tried to make that format as simple to follow as possible. During my own studies, I often felt that an author’s source list left a great deal to be desired. Some of the reputed “classics” in the field give little or nothing in the way of reference material. There is no commentary included in the listings a la Fred Dustin, since I feel that such commentary would be totally presumptuous and I have attempted to ensure that each item appears only once—in its most appropriate place. For any errors which have crept in, I apologize in advance, because I most of all wanted to avoid duplication and confusion.

I owe a considerable debt to Fred Dustin for his original and expanded Custer bibliographies, produced in 1939 and 1952. Although Dustin was, in my opinion, a careless and selective historian, his bibliographies served me well in my own researches. And I owe a considerable debt likewise to Colonel William A. Graham, author of The Story of the Little Big Horn, although not for the same reason. Graham and Dustin were two of the “giants” in the field of Custeriana and mostly to them do I owe my long personal search for the truth of what happened, why it happened and what transpired afterward. That search was predicated on my opinion that both of them had missed the mark in their own researches and had twisted the truth out of shape in order to promote their own biases and personal heroes. Nevertheless, they pointed the way for me, as they have for countless others.
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BOOKS, BOOKLETS AND PAMPHLETS REPRESENTING BIOGRAPHICAL OR AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL MATERIAL PERTAINING TO PARTICIPANTS IN THE CAMPAIGN OR HAVING REFERENCES TO THE CAMPAIGN

The listed items have been selected not only because they bear on participants in the campaign or have special references to the campaign itself, but because they help to establish the context [geographical and sociological] in which the Custer disaster occurred.

The works are all biographical in nature. They are not however, necessarily devoted solely, or even principally, to the fights on the Little Horn or their participants and sometimes the information contained relative to the fights is fragmentary or peripheral - but always of interest or special value.

All of the most well-known Custer biographies are included in this listing.
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B3.279: Urwin, Gregory J.W. Custer Victorious: The Civil War Battles. East Brunswick, 1983.

B3.280: Urwin, Gregory J.W. The United States Cavalry. Poole, 1985.

B3.281: Utley, Robert M. Frontier Regulars… New York, 1973.

B3.282: Utley, Robert M. Frontiersmen in Blue… NewYork, 1967.

B3.283: Utley, Robert M. The Indian Frontier of the American West 1846-1890. Albuquerque, 1984.

B3.284: Utley, Robert M. and Washburn, Wilcomb The Indian Wars. Boston, 1985.

B3.285: Utley, Robert M. ed. Life In Custer’s Cavalry…Barnitz… Lincoln, 1977.

B3.286: Vaughn, Jesse.W. Indian Fights: New Facts… Norman, 1966.

B3.287: Vestal, Stanley comp. New Sources of Indian History… Norman, 1934.

B3.288: Victor, Frances Fuller Eleven Years in the Rocky Mountains. Hartford, 1877.

B3.289: Waldo, Edna L. Dakota Caldwell, 1936.

B3.290: Walker, Judson Elliott Campaigns of General Custer in the Northwest. New York, 1881.

B3.291: War of the Rebellion; Comp’n… Official Records…Union & Conf’rate Armies. W’gtn 1880/91

B3.292: Ware, Eugene F. The Indian War of 1864. Lincoln, 1963.

B3.293: Webb, George W. Chronological List of Engagements… St. Joseph, 1939.

B3.294: Webb, Walter Prescott The Great Plains. Boston, 1931.

B3.295: Weems, John Edward Death Song. New York, 1976.

B3.296: Weigley, Russell F. The American Way of War:.. New York, 1973.

B3.297: Weigley, Russell F. History of the United States Army. New York, 1967.

B3.298: Weigley, Russell F. Towards an American Army New York, 1962

B3.299: Weingardt, Richard Sound the Charge. Englewood, 1978.

B3.300: Wellman, Paul I. The Indian Wars of the West. Garden City, 1954.

B3.301: Wert, Jeffery D. From Winchester to Cedar Creek… Carlisle, 1987.

B3.302: Wheeler, Homer W. The Frontier Trail… Los Angeles, 1923.

B3.303: White, Lonnie J. Hostiles and Horse Soldiers… Boulder, 1972.

B3.304: Whitman, S.E. The Troopers: An Informal History… New York, 1962.

B3.305: Williamson, James Joseph Mosby’s Rangers. New York, 1909.

B3.306: Wiltsey, Norman B. Brave Warriors. Caldwell, 1963.

B3.307: Wing, Talcott E. History of Monroe County, Michigan. New York, 1918.

B3.308: Wissler, Clark Indians of the Plains. New York, 1927.

B3.309: Wood, W.J. Leaders and Battles: the Art of… Novato, 1984.

B3.310: Wooster, R. The Military & U. S. Indian Policy, 1865-1903. New Haven and London, 1988.

B3.311: Wormser, Richard The Yellowlegs… NewYork, 1966.
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B4.

BOOKS, BOOKLETS AND PAMPHLETS PRINCIPALLY DEVOTED TO THE FIGHTS ON THE LITTLE HORN OR THE SIOUX CAMPAIGN OF 1876, OR TO SPECIFIC ASPECTS THEREOF

This section of the Source List and Bibliography consists of books and smaller works which deal specifically with the fights on the Little Horn, the overall summer campaign of 1876, or special aspects of either or both. Several of the listed works were privately printed and are very difficult to locate.

The Little Horn was such a spectacular and startling defeat for the army and has stirred so much controversy since it occurred, that more has been written about it - and about George Armstrong Custer - than about probably any other military event in the history of mankind. Virtually every facet of the campaign, of Custer’s march and subsequent fight, has been held up to microscopic examination, minutely and critically analyzed. The trivia and esoterica are so vast that there is almost nothing which has not been the subject of a monograph - or polemic. Obviously the listing which follows cannot hope to be complete [see Special Note Number Two in the Introduction to the Source List], but I have taken great pains to ensure that all of the classic pieces of Custeriana are included and that all points of view, no matter how contentious, are well-represented.

I should perhaps remind the reader that those works deemed to be of a technical nature are listed elsewhere, as are articles appearing in periodicals and manuscript materials.

B4.1: Adams, Jacob A Story of the Custer Massacre. Carey, 1965.

B4.2: Amaral, Anthony A. Comanche. Los Angeles, 1961.

B4.3: Anders, Major Frank L. ed. O’Neil, Tom Critical Notes On The Line Of March Brooklyn, nd.

B4.4: Asay, Karol Gray Head and Long Hair… Paris, Texas, 1983.

B4.5: Barnard, Sandy Digging Into Custer’s Last Stand. Terre Haute, 1986.

B4.6: Barnard, Sandy Shovels and Speculation… Terre Haute, 1990.

B4.7: Barry, David F. The Custer Battle. Baltimore, 1937.

B4.8: Bates, Charles Francis Custer’s Indian Battles. Bronxville, 1936.

B4.9: Bates, Charles Francis Fifty Years After the Little Big Horn. New York, 1926.

B4.10: Beede, A. McGee Sitting Bull and Custer. Bismarck, 1913.

B4.11: Bordeaux, William J. Custer’s Conqueror.

B4.12: Bowen, William H.C. Custer’s Last Fight. Caldwell, 1935.

B4.13: Boyd, Robert K. Two Indian Battles… 1928.

B4.14: Boyes, William No Custer Survivors… Rockville, 1977.

B4.15: Bradley, Lt. James H. The March of the Montana Column Norman, 1961.

B4.16: Brininstool. Earl A. Captain Benteen’s Own Story Hollywood, 1933.

B4.17: Brininstool, Earl A. The Custer Fight Hollywood, 1933.

B4.18: Brininstool, Earl A. Fighting Indian Warriors Harrisburg, 1953.

B4.19: Brininstool, Earl A, Major Reno Vindicated Hollywood, 1935.

B4.12: Brininstool, Earl A. A Trooper With Custer Columbus, 1925.

B4.13: Brininstool, Earl A. Troopers With Custer… Harrisburg, 1952.

B4.14: Brown, Barron Comanche Kansas City, 1935.

B4.15: Bruce, Robert Custer’s Last Battle New York, 1937.

B4.16: Brust, James S., Pohanka, Brian C. & Barnard, Sandy, Where Custer Fell, Norman, 2005.

B4.17: Burdick, Usher L. ed. David F. Barry’s Indian Notes on the Custer Battle Baltimore, 1937.

B4.18: Burkey, Blaine Custer, Come At Once Hays, 1976.

B4.19: Carroll, John M. ed. The Benteen-Goldin Letters… New York, 1974.

B4.20: Carroll, John M. ed. Cyclorama of General Custer’s Last Fight. El Segundo, 1989.

B4.21: Carroll, John M. ed. 4 on Custer. 1976.

B4.22: Carroll, J. M. Genl. Custer & the Battle of the Little Big Horn: Federal View. N Brunswick 1976.

B4.23: Carroll, John M. ed. The Gibson and Edgerly Narratives. Bryan.

B4.24: Carroll, John M. ed. The Lieutenant E.A. Garlington Narrative. Bryan, 1978.

B4.25: Carroll, John M. ed. Letters Bryan, Texas, 1978.

B4.26: Carroll, John M. ed. A Seventh Cavalry Scrapbook, Book 1 np. nd.

B4.27: Carroll, John M. ed. A Seventh Cavalry Scrapbook, Book 4 np. nd.

B4.28: Carroll, John M. ed. A Seventh Cavalry Scrapbook, Book 5 np. nd.

B4.29: Carroll, John M. ed. A Seventh Cavalry Scrapbook, Book 11 np. nd.

B4.30: Carroll, John M. The Sunshine Magazine Articles. Bryan, 1979.

B4.31: Carroll, John M. ed. They. Rode With Custer. Mattituck, 1993.

B4.32: Carroll, John M. The Two Battles of the Little Big Horn. New York, 1974.

B4.33: Carroll, John M. & Price, Byron, Roll Call on the Little Big Horn. Fort Collins, 1974.

B4.34: Carroll, John M. ed A Very Real Salamagundi… Bryan, Texas, 1980.

B4.35: Chandler, Melbourne C. Of Garryowen in Glory. 1960.

B4.36: Clark, George M. Scalp Dance: The Edgerly Papers….. Oswego, 1985.

B4.37: Cockerill, John A. The Custer Battlefield. 1906.

B4.38: Coffeen, Herbert A. The Custer Battle Book. New York, 1964.

B4.39: Coleman, Thomas W. ed. by Liddic, Bruce R. I Buried Custer…. College Station, 1979.

B4.40: Connell, Evan S. Son of the Morning Star. San Francisco, 1984.

B4.41: Cross, Walt ed. Thompson’s Narrative of the Little Big Horn Stillwater, 2007

B4.42: Custer, Eliz. B. General George Armstrong Custer and the Battle of the Little Big Horn. NY 1921.

B4.43: Custer, Elizabeth B. General Custer at Little Big Horn, June 25, 1876. New York, 1897.

B4.44: Darling, Roger Benteen’s Scout. El Segundo, 1989.

B4.45: Darling, Roger General Custer’s Final Hours. Vienna, Va., 1992.

B4.46: Darling, Roger A Sad and Terrible Blunder. Vienna, Va., 1990.

B4.47: Dary, David Comanche. Lawrence, 1976.

B4.48: Davis, E. E. & Wingert, J. W. eds. That Fatal Day: Eight More With Custer. Howell, M’gan, 1992.

B4.49: Davis, Karen and Davis, E. Elden The Reno Court Of Inquiry… Howell, Michigan, 1993.

B4.50: Deexe, Nelle Glory Trek. New York, 1959.

B4.51: Dippie, Brian Custer’s Last Stand, The Anatomy of an American Myth. Missoula, 1976.

B4.52: Donnelle, A.J. Cyclorama of General Custer’s Last Battle. Boston, 1889.

B4.53: Dowd, James Patrick Custer Lives! Fairfield, 1982.

B4.54: du Bois, Charles G. Kick the Dead Lion… Billings, 1961.

B4.55: Dustin, Fred The Custer Fight… Hollywood, 1936.

B4.56: Dustin, Fred The Custer Tragedy… Ann Arbor, 1939.

B4.57: Dustin, Fred Echoes From the Little Big Horn Fight. Saginaw, 1953.

B4.58: Ege, Robert J. After the Little Big Horn. Crow Agency, 1977.

B4.59: Ege, Robert J. Curse Not His Curls. Fort Collins, 1974.

B4.60: Ege, Robert J. Settling the Dust. Sheridan, 1968.

B4.61: Ellison, Douglas W. Sole Survivor… Aberdeen, 1983.

B4.62: Finerty, John F. War Path and Bivouac. Chicago, 1890.

B4.63: Forrest, Earle R. Witnesses at the Battle of the Little Big Horn. Monroe, 1986.

B4.64: Fox, Richard A. Jr. Archaeology, History, and Custer’s Last Battle. Norman, 1993.

B4.65: Flying Hawk Flying Hawk’s Tales: A True Story of Custer’s Last Fight. New York, 1936.

B4.66: Gibbon, Colonel John Gibbon on the Sioux Campaign of 1876. Bellvue, 1970.

B4.67: Godfrey, Edward Settle ed. By Stewart, Edgar I. The Field Diary of… Portland, 1957.

B4.68: Graham, Col. William A. Abstract of the Official Record…Reno Court of Inquiry Harrisburg, 1954.

B4.69: Graham, Col. William A. Colors of the Seventh… 1952.

B4.70: Graham, Col. William A. The Custer Myth… Harrisburg, 1953.

B4.71: Graham, Col. William A. ed. Official Record - Court of Inquiry, Maj. M. A. Reno, Pac. Pal. 1951

B4.72: Graham, Col. William A. The Story of the Little Big Horn Harrisburg, 1952.

B4.73: Gray, John S. Centennial Campaign Fort Collins, 1976.

B4.74: Gray, Jn S. Custer’s Last Campaign: Mitch Boyer & the Little Bighorn Reconstructed. L’coln 1991.

B4.75: Greene, Jerome A. Evidence and the Custer Enigma… Olympic Valley, 1978.

B4.76: Greene, Jerome A. Evidence and the Custer Enigma… Golden, 1986.

B4.77: Greene, Jerome A. Slim Buttes 1876. Norman, 1982.

B4.78: Greene, Jerome A. Yellowstone Command… Lincoln, 1991.

B4.79: Hammer, Kenneth The Battle of the Little Big Horn. New York, 1974.

B4.80: Hammer, Kenneth ed. Custer in ‘76: (Walter Camp’s Notes)… Provo, 1976.

B4.81: Hammer, Kenneth The Glory March. Monroe, 1980.

B4.82: Hammer, Kenneth Men With Custer. Fort Collins, 1972.

B4.83: Hammer, Kenneth Men With Custer. Fort Collins, 1976.

B4.84: Hardorff, Richard G. Camp, Custer And The Little Bighorn El Segundo, 1997.

B4.85: Hardorff, Richard G. Cheyenne Memories of the Custer Fight Spokane, 1995.

B4.86: Hardorff, Richard G. The Custer Battle Casualties… El Segundo, 1990.

B4.87: Hardorff, Richard G. The Custer Battle Casualties, II El Segundo, 1993.

B4.88: Hardorff, Richard G. ed. Indian Views Of The Custer Fight Norman, 2003.

B4.89: Hardorff, R. Dutch ed. Lakota Recollections of the Custer Fight. Spokane, 1991.

B4.90: Hardorff, R. Dutch Markers, Artifacts and Indian Testimony. Short Hills, 1985.

B4.91: Hardorff, Richard G. ed. On The Little Bighorn With Walter Camp. El Segundo, 2002.

B4.92: Hardorff, Richard Shadows Along The Little Big Horn np. nd.

B4.93: Hedren, Paul L. Fort Laramie in 1876 Lincoln, 1988.

B4.94: Hedren, Paul L. ed. The Great Sioux War 1876-77. Helena, 1991.

B4.95: Hofling, Charles K. Custer and the Little Big Horn: A Psychobiographical Enquiry. Detroit, 1981.

B4.96: Horn, W. Donald Witnesses for the Defense. Short Hills, 1981.

B4.97: Howard, James H. The Warrior Who Killed Custer. Lincoln, 1968.

B4.98: Hubbard, Elbert Custer’s Last Fight at Little Big Horn. East Aurora, 1917.

B4.99: Hunt, Frazier and Hunt, Robert, I Fought with Custer… Lincoln and London, 1987.

B4.100: Hutchins, James S. Boots And Saddles At the Little Bighorn Fort Collins, 1976

B4.101: Hutton, Paul ed. The Custer Reader. Lincoln, 1992.

B4.102: Johnson, Barry C. Case of Marcus A. Reno. London, 1969.

B4.103: Johnson, Barry C. and Taunton, Francis B. Benteen’s Ordeal and Custer’s Field. London, 1983.

B4.104: Kain, R.C. The 7th & the Sioux In the Valley of the Little Big Horn. 2nd ed. Nth Hollyw’d, 1975.

B4.105: Kammen, R. Lefthand, F. & Marshall, Joe Soldiers Falling into Camp. Encampment, 1992.

B4.106: King, Charles Campaigning With Crook. Norman, 1964.

B4.107: King, Charles ed. by Anderson, Harry H. Indian Campaigns. Fort Collins, 1984.

B4.108: King, W. Kent Massacre: The Custer Cover-up. El Segundo, 1989.

B4.109: King, W. Kent Tombstones for Bluecoats 3 vols. 1980.

B4.110: Koenig, Arthur Authentic History… “Custer’s last Battle”… St. Louis.

B4.111: Koury, Captain Michael J. ed. Custer Engages The Hostiles Fort Collins, nd.

B4.112: Koury, Captain Michael J. ed. Diaries of the Little Big Horn. Bellvue, 1969.

B4.113: Koury, Captain Michael J. To Consecrate This Ground. Fort Collins, 1978.

B4.114: Kuhlman, Charles Custer and the Gall Saga. Billings, 1940.

B4.115: Kuhlman, Charles Did Custer Disobey Orders…? Harrisburg, 1957.

B4.116: Kuhlman, Charles The Frank Finkel Story. Omaha, 1968.

B4.117: Kuhlman, Charles Legend Into History… Harrisburg, 1952.

B4.118: Kuhlman, Charles Massacre Survivor! The Story of Frank Finkel. Fort Collins, 1972.

B4.119: Liddic, Bruce R. and Harbaugh, Paul eds. Camp On Custer…Spokane, 1995.

B4.120: Liddic, Bruce R. and Harbaugh, Paul eds, Custer And Company… Lincoln and London, 1998.

B4.121: Lockwood, John C. ed. by Ryan, J.C. Custer Fell First. San Antonio, 1966.

B4.122: Luce, Edward S. and Luce, Evelyn S. Custer Battlefield… Washington. 1949.

B4.123: Luce, Capt. Edward S. Keogh, Comanche and Custer. St. Louis, 1939.

B4.124: Luther, Tal Custer High Spots. Fort Collins, 1972.

B4.125: McClernand, Edward J. On Time for Disaster. Lincoln, 1989.

B4.126: McIntosh, Donald Transcript of Personal Notebook np. nd.

B4.127: McVey, Everett E. The Crow Scout Who Killed Custer. Billings, 1952.

B4.128: Magnussen, Daniel O. ed. Peter Thompson’s Narrative… Glendale, 1974.

B4.129: Mangum, Neil C. Battle of the Rosebud… El Segundo, 1987.

B4.130: Manion, John S. Last Statement to Custer. Monroe, 1983.

B4.131: Marquis, Thomas B. Custer on the Little Big Horn. Lodi, 1980.

B4.132: Marquis, Thomas B. Custer Soldiers Not Buried. Hardin, 1933.

B4.133: Marquis, Thomas B. Keep the Last Bullet for Yourself. Algonac, 1976.

B4.134: Marquis, Thomas B. Rain-in-the-Face and Curley, the Crow. Hardin, 1934.

B4.135: Marquis, Thomas B. She Watched Custer’s Last Battle. Hardin, 1933.

B4.136: Marquis, Thomas B. Sketch Story of the Custer Battle. Hardin, 1935.

B4.137: Marquis, Thomas B. Which Indian Killed Custer? Hardin, 1933.

B4.138: Marshall, Joseph M. III The Day The World Ended At Little Bighorn. New York, 2007.

B4.139: Masters, Joseph G. Shadows Fall Across the Little Big Horn. Laramie, 1951.

B4.140: Meketa, Ray Hidden Treasures of the Little Bighorn. Douglas, 1984.

B4.141: Mengel, Robert M. Comanche: Silent Horse on a Silent Field. Lawrence, 1969.

B4.142: Merkel, Charles E. Unravelling the Custer Enigma. Enterprise, 1977.

B4.143: Michno, Gregory F. Lakota Noon… Missoula, 1997.

B4.144: Michno, Gregory The Mystery of E Troop. Missoula, 1994.

B4.145: Miller, David Humphreys Custer’s Fall: The Indian Side of the Story. New York, 1972.

B4.146: Milligan, Edward A. High Noon on the Greasy Grass. Bottineau, 1972.

B4.147: Mills, Charles K. A Mighty Afternoon. Garden City, 1980.

B4.148: Nichols, Ron, The Final Hours, the Chronological Sequence… Costa Mesa, 1984.

B4.149: Nichols, Ron comp. and ed. Reno Court of Inquiry. Crow Agency, 1992.

B4.150: Nye, Elwood Marching With Custer. Glendale, 1964.

B4.151: O’Neil, Tom ed. Custer Conundrums Brooklyn, 1991.

B4.152: O’Neil, Thomas E. Custer To The Little Bighorn… Brooklyn, 1991.

B4.153: O’Neil, Tom ed. Garryowen Tidbits, Vol. VI. Brooklyn, 1992.

B4.154: O’Neil, Tom ed. Garryowen Tidbits, Vol. VIII. Brooklyn, 1993

B4.155: O’Neil, Tom ed. Isaiah Dorman, Custer’s Black White Man Brooklyn, 1994.

B4.156: O’Neil, Tom ed. Letters from Boston Custer Brooklyn, 1993.

B4.157: O’Neil, Tom comp. Little Big Horn Scenarios Brooklyn, 1991

B4.158: O’Neil, Tom ed. Some D.F. Barry Correspondence Brooklyn, 1993.

B4.159: O’Neil, Tom ed. They Lie Buried. New York, 1991.

B4.160: Overfield, Lloyd Official Documents of the Little Big Horn. Glendale, 1971.

B4.161: Panzeri, Peter Little Big Horn 1876… London, 1995.

B4.162: Parsons, John E. and du Mont, John S, Firearms In The Custer Battle Harrisburg, 1953.

B4.163: Price, S. Goodall Saga of the Hills. Hollywood, 1940.

B4.164: Reedstrom, Ernest L. Bugles, Banners and Warbonnets New York, 1986.

B4.165: Reedstrom, E. Lyle Custer’s Seventh Cavalry… New York, 1992

B4.166: Reusswig, William A Picture Report of the Custer Fight. New York, 1967.

B4.167: Rickey, Don revised by McChristian, D. C. Reno-Benteen Entrenchment Trial Hardin, 1989.

B4.168: Rickey, Don Jr. History of Custer Battlefield… Billings, 1967.

B4.169: Roberts, Richard A. Custer’s Last Battle Monroe County, 1978.

B4.170: Roe, Charles F. Custer’s Last Battle. New York, 1927.

B4.171: Rosenberg, Bruce A. Custer and the Epic of Defeat. University Park, 1974.

B4.172: Russell, Don Custer’s Last. Fort Worth, 1968.

B4.173: Sandoz, Marl The Battle of the Little Big Horn. Lincoln, 1978.

B4.174: Schneider, G. ed. The Freeman Journal: Inf’try in the Sioux Campaign of 1876. Sn Rafael 1977.

B4.175: Schneider-Wettengel, George W. ed by O’Neil, Tom Murder Most Foul… Brooklyn, 1994.

B4.176: Scott, Douglas D. Willey, P. & Connor, Melissa A. They Died With Custer Norman, 1998.

B4.177: Scudder, Ralph E. Custer Country Portland, Oregon, 1963.

B4.178: Stewart, Edgar I. Custer’s Luck. Norman, 1955.

B4.179: Taunton, Francis B. & Pohanka, Brian C. “A Scene Of Sickening Ghastly Horror” np. nd.

B4.180: Taunton, Francis B. ed. Sidelights of the Sioux Wars. London, 1967.

B4.181: Taunton, Fr, B. Sufficient Reason? An Examination of Terry’s Celebrated Order. London, 1977.

B4.182: Taylor, William O. With Custer On The Little Bighorn New York, 1996.

B4.183: Terry, Alfred H. The Field Diary of… Bellvue, 1970.

B4.184: Thompson, Mary Ann George Armstrong Custer’s “Winners of the West” El Segundo, 2007.

B4.185 Upton, Richard The Battle Of The Little Big Horn and Custer’s Last Stand… Fiftieth Anniversary June 25, 1926. El Segundo, 2006,

B4.186: Upton, Richard ed. The Custer Adventure Fort Collins, 1975.

B4.187: Utley, Robert M. Custer and the Great Controversy. Los Angeles, 1962.

B4.188: Utley, Robert M. Custer Battlefield Handbook. Washington, 1969.

B4.189: Utley, Robert M. Custer Battlefield Official… Handbook. Washington, 1988.

B4.190: Utley, Robert M. Custer’s Last Stand… Dayton, 1949.

B4.191: Utley, Robert M. ed. The Reno Court of Inquiry. Fort Collins, 1972.

B4.192: Utley, Robert M. ed. The Reno Court: The Chicago Times Account. Fort Collins, 1983.

B4.193: Vaughn, Jesse W. The Reynolds Campaign on Powder River. Norman, 1961.

B4.194: Vaughn, Jesse W. With Crook on the Rosebud. Harrisburg, 1956.

B4.195: Viola, Herman J. Little Bighorn Remembered New York, 1999.

B4.196: Victor, Francis Our Centennial Indian War Hartford, 1879.

B4.197: Walker, Judson Elliott Campaigns Of General Custer New York, 1966.

B4.198: Wallace, G.D. Custer’s Last March. New York, 1927.

B4.199: Weibert, Don Custer, Cases & Cartridges. Billings, 1989.

B4.200: Weibert, Don Four Days With Custer. Billings, 1985.

B4.201: Weibert, Henry Sixty-six Years in Custer’s Shadow. Billings, 1985.

B4.202: Werner, Fred H. Before The Little Big Horn. 1980.

B4.203: Willert, James, After the Little Bighorn, 1876 Campaign Rosters. La Mirada, 1985.

B4.204: Willert, James, Bourke’s Diary from Journals June 27-September 15, 1876. La Mirada, 1986.

B4.205: Willert, James Little Big Horn Diary… Second [revised] edition La Mirada, 1982.

B4.206: Willert, James March Of The Columns El Segundo, 1994.

B4.207: Willert, James ed. The Terry Letters… La Mirada, 1980.
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B5.

MANUSCRIPTS, PERSONAL AND FAMILY PAPERS, TRANSCRIPTED AND RECORDED INTERVIEWS, CORRESPONDENCE AND MISCELLANEOUS COLLECTIONS – PUBLISHED AND UNPUBLISHED

Some of the items listed in this portion of the Bibliography are often not easily obtainable or even available for study and many of them have never been published. References to them, or excerpts from them, are frequently made or given in the voluminous Custer Battle literature, particularly in works from the past 30 or 40 years when researchers became much more thorough. Many of the collections of personal papers are quite vast and encompass much more than George Armstrong Custer or the fights on the Little Horn.

In addition to giving the collection source, I have also attempted to list individual items from collections, where those items are deemed to be of special interest o value.

COLLECTIONS

B5.1: Baldwin, Frank D. Papers in the Huntington Library, San Marino.

B5.2: Benteen, Frederick William Papers in the University of Georgia Library, Atlanta.

B5.3: Bourke, John G. Diaries in the Denver Public Library, Denver.

B5.4: Bourke, John G. Papers and Diaries in United States Military Academy Library, West Point.

B5.6: Camp, Walter Mason Collection, Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument, Crow Agency.

B5.7: Camp, Walter Mason Collection, Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University, Provo.

B5.8: Camp, Walter Mason Papers in Robert Spurrier Ellison Collection, Denver Public Library, Denver.

B5.9: Camp, Walter Mason Manuscripts in Lilly Library, Indiana University Library, Bloomington.

B5.10: Campbell, Walter Stanley (Stanley Vestal) Collection in Univ. of Oklahoma Libraries, Norman.

B5.11: Cartwright, R.G. Research Notes. (See also B4)

B5.12: Clipping File Billings Public Library, Billings.

B5.13: Coughlan, T.M. Ms. “Varnum.. in The Indian Wars”, Misc. Coll., U.S. Army M.H.I, Carl. Barracks.

B5.14: Custer, Elizabeth Collection. (See also B4).

B5.15: Custer Collection at Eastern Montana College, Billings.

B5.16: Custer Files and Scrapbooks: Western Collection, Billings Public Library, Billings.

B5.17: Custer, George A. Files: Western History Research Center, Laramie.

B5.18: Dodge, Richard Irving Papers in the Newberry Library, Chicago.

B5.19: Dustin, Fred Papers. (See also B4).

B5.20: Ghent, William J. Papers in Library of Congress, Washington.

B5.21: Godfrey, Edward Settle Papers in Library of Congress, Washington.

B5.22: Godfrey Family Papers in U.S. Army Military History Institute, Carlisle Barracks.

B5.23: Hagner, Francis R. Collection in New York Public Library, New York.

B5.24: Hinman, Eleanor Interview Notes in Nebraska State Historical Society, Lincoln.

B5.25: Johnson, Bradley Tyler Papers in William R. Perkins Library, Duke University, Durham.

B5.26: Kidd, J.H. Papers in Michigan Hist. Collections, Bentley Hist. Library, U. of Michigan, Ann Arbor.

B5.27: Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument Collections, Crow Agency.

B5.28: Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument Research Files, Crow Agency.

B5.29: Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument Study Collection, Crow Agency.

B5.30: Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument - Superintendents’ Corre. Files, Crow Agency.

B5.31: Luce, Edward S. Research Notes. (See also B4).

B5.32: Minnesota Historical Society Collections, St. Paul.

B5.33: Montana State Historical Library Collections, Helena.

B5.34: Nebraska State Historical Society Collections, Lincoln.

B5.35: Neihardt, J.G. Coll. of Personal Papers in Jt Coll., Western History Ms Div., U. of Missouri Library & State Historical Society of Missouri, Columbia.

B5.36: New York Public Library, Manuscript Collection, New York.

B5.37: Noyes, A.J. Papers in Montana State Historical Society Library, Helena.

B5.38: Order of the Indian Wars Coll. in the United States Military History Institute, Carlisle Barracks.

B5.39: Paulding, William Papers in the United States Military History Institute, Carlisle Barracks.

B5.40: Porter, Henry Rinaldo Papers in North Dakota Historical Society, Bismarck.

B5.41: Ricker, Judge Eli S. Interview Notes in Nebraska State Historical Society, Lincoln.

B5.42: Scott, Hugh L. Papers in Smithsonian Institution Anthropological Archives, Washington.

B5.43: Sheridan, Philip Henry Papers in Library of Congress, Washington.

B5.44: Spring, A. W. Papers in Special Collections, U of Wyoming Wstrn Hist. Research Center, Laramie.

B5.45: Taylor, William O. Notes in the Coe Collection, Yale University Library, New Haven.

B5.46: Terry, Alfred H. Papers in the Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library, Yale Univ. New Haven.

B5.47: United States Military Academy Collections, West Point.

B5.48: Vaughn, Jesse W. Research Notes. (See also B4).

TRANSCRIPTED OR RECORDED INTERVIEWS

The reference “see…..” is to collections, etc. listed above.

The Interviews and statements listed herein are not the only interview sources consulted. Several published works listed elsewhere in the Bibliography contain, or are based upon, interviews with soldiers, Indians, and civilians. Examples are The Arikara Narrative, The Vanishing Race, most of Grinnell’s books, many of the “pioneer histories” and some few newspaper articles.

Walter Mason Camp was, in the early years of the 20th century, likely the most serious and avid researcher into the history of the Indian Wars in general and of the Little Horn fights in particular. Every student of the Custer Fight owes an enormous debt to Camp, although most of us would probably wish that he had asked more specific questions and recorded some things with more definition and detail. One of the problems in dealing with Camp’s voluminous material, aside from the fact that it is not all in one central repository, is that many of Camp’s notes [like some of mine] do not indicate source or date. Often what appears to have been the result of a personal interview actually came from a printed source or from a third party via correspondence or word of mouth and sometimes what seems to be source material is really Camp writing himself a summary notation.

Another stumbling block is the fact that many of Camp’s notes were written on small notebook leaflets in a very straggly, sometimes truly undecipherable handwriting. Trying to understand some of these notes is difficult enough and trying to list this material in any truly descriptive way would represent an almost-impossible task, so I have fallen back upon the expedient of showing Camp’s sources as interviewees, except where manuscript correspondence is involved - in which case the letters are shown in the Correspondence Section which follows. Thus what is listed as an interview by Camp might not have been an actual face to face interview in the classic sense, or even an interview in any sense of the word.

Probably the biggest problem with Camp’s material is that much of his information, particularly from Indian informants, was gathered in response to “loaded” questions. Camp allowed his pre-conceived notions of Custer’s movements to impose themselves upon his research in a major way and anyone dealing with his notes and questionnaires must be constantly on the alert for the problems this can cause - especially in interpretation of the answers.

Camp often asked questions based on presuppositions, for example: “When the troops got to X, did they stop?” A positive response is easily dealt with, but a negative reply must be weighed by wondering if it means the troops did not stop, or the troops never went to X in the first place. Indian interviewees obviously faced great semantic difficulties in handling such questions.

Judge Eli S. Ricker conducted his interviews principally during his “retirement years,” although his interest in Plains Indian life, culture and history was virtually life-long. Ricker had been an employee of the Indian Bureau earlier in his life, and was an early resident of northwestern Nebraska. His interests were not limited to the Little Horn battle or its participants, and his interviews seem to have been unbiased and based solely on a search for historical truth and detail.

An additional problem, with interviews of Indian witnesses, is the question of the competence of the interpreter to translate both the question and the response into terms which are understandable by the interviewee and the interviewer. In many cases, the interpreter is not known and hence the validity of the interview is in doubt. Then there is the often-posited theory that some of the Indians might have given spurious answers in order to confound the issue, to play a little joke on the white man, or to protect themselves and families from assumed vengeance on the part of the military, or others. For these and other reasons, including racial bias, some researchers virtually exclude Indian accounts from consideration.

CAMP PAPERS

B5.49: Adams, Jacob Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 43 B.Y.U.

B5.50: Alcott, Samuel Re: Yellowstone Expedition and Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.51: Bailey, William Re: Little Horn. See Camp. (Also Appendices 3.2 & 3.25)

B5.52: Barnitz, Albert Re: The Washita. See Camp.

B5.53: Bell, James H. Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.54: Berwald, Frank Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.55: Bischoff, Charles H. Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.56: Black Bear Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 108 B.Y.U.

B5.57: Blake, Thomas. Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.58: Booth, Charles A. Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.59: Bouyer, Antoine Re: Mitch Bouyer etc. See Camp.

B5.60: Boyle, James Re: Little Horn. See Camp. (Also Appendix 3.6)

B5.61: Bravo, Barney [Prevo, Bernard] Sioux Campaign, 1876. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 22 B.Y.U.

B5.62: Bray, Montfort Re: Custer campsite of 22 June, 1876. See Camp.

B5.63: Bromwell, Latrobe Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.64: Burkhardt, Samuel Jr. Re: Custer Battlefield markers. See Camp. Envelope 64 Lilly Library

B5.65: Burke, John Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.66: Burkman, John Re: Little Horn. See Camp. (Also Appendix 3.8)

B5.67: Carrier, Adam Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.68: Clark, Ben Re: Washita. See Camp.

B5.69: Corcoran, Patrick Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 38 B.Y.U. (Also Appendix 3.10)

B5.70: Creighton, John C. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. (Also Appendix 3.12)

B5.71: Curley Re:Little Horn. See Camp. Fld Notes, folder 6, 27, 77 B.Y.U. & Envelope 71, Lilly Library

B5.72: Dale, Alfred W. Re: dead soldier found August, 1876 on Rosebud. See Camp.

B5.73: DeRudio, Charles C. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Item 11 Robert s. Ellison Collection

B5.74: Edgerly, W.S. Re: Little Horn. See Camp Field Notes. Folder 103, 108. B.Y.U.

B5.75: Face, Julia Re: Little Horn. See Camp. LBHNM

B5.76: Flanagan, James Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.77: Flying By Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 108 B.Y.U. (Also Appendix 3.23)

B5.78: Foley, John Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 101 B.Y.U.

B5.79: Foolish Elk Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 108 B.Y.U. (Also Appendix 3.24)

B5.80: Garlington, Ernest A. Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.81: Gerard, Frederic F. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 94 B.Y.U. (Also Appendix 3.30)

B5.82: Gibson, Francis M. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 45 B.Y.U.

B5.83: Glenn [Glease], George W. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 109 B.Y.U.

B5.84: Godfrey, Edward S. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 36, 37 B.Y.U.

B5.85: Goes Ahead Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 50 B.Y.U.

B5.86: Good-Voiced Elk Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Notes, not recorded. (Also Appendix 3.43)

B5.87: Goose Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.88: Grant, Fred Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.89: Gregg, William J. Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.90: Hairy Moccasin Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 15, 26 B.Y.U. (Also Appendix 3.45)

B5.91: Hammon, John E. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. (Also Appendix 3.47)

B5.92: Hanley, Richard P. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 43 B.Y.U.

B5.93: Hardy, William G. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. (Also Appendix 3.48)

B5.94: Hare, Luther R. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 16 B.Y.U.

B5.95: Harrison, Thomas W. Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.96: Has Horns Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.97: He Dog Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 55 B.Y.U.

B5.98: Herendeen, G.B. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 98 B.Y.U. and also “Herendeen” envelope, Box 1 B.Y.U. (Also Appendix 3.54)

B5.99: Heyn, William Re: Little Horn. See Camp. (Also Appendix 3.56)

B5.100: Hollow Horn Bear Re: Little Horn. See Camp. LBHNM.

B5.101: Kill Assiniboine, Mrs. Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.102: Kipp, Fremont Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.103: Knipe, Daniel A. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Box 2, folder 8 Lilly Library, Box 5, folder 7, B.Y.U. and also folder 15 same repository.

B5.104: LeForge, Thomas Re: Sioux Campaign 1876 etc. See Camp.

B5.105: Light Re: Little Horn. See Camp. LBHNM.

B5.106: Little Sioux Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 54 B.Y.U.

B5.107: Little Wolf Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Notes, not recorded.

B5.108: Long Bear Re: Little Horn. See Camp. LBHNM.

B5.109: Lynch, Dennis Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 75 B.Y.U.

B5.110: McClernand, Edward J. Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.111: McDougall, Thomas M. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 24 B.Y.U.

B5.112: McGonigle, Hugh Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 88 B.Y.U.

B5.113: McGuire, John Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 73 B.Y.U.

B5.114: Mahoney, John Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.115: Martin, John Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Folder 3 Lilly Library, box 2, folder 6, and envelope 130 Lilly Library

B5.116: Mathey, Ed.G. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 63 B.Y.U. (Also Appendix 3.72)

B5.117: Mechling, Henry Re: Little Horn. See Camp. (Also Appendix 3.77)

B5.118: Moran, William Re: Sioux Campaign 1876. See Camp.

B5.119: Morris, William E. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Envelope 81 Lilly Library.

B5.120: Newell, Daniel Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.121: O’Neill, Thos. F. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 83 B.Y.U. (Also Appendix 3.86)

B5.122: O’Toole, Francis Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.123: Petring, Henry Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 38 B.Y.U.

B5.124: Pickard, Edward Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.125: Pigford, Edward Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 47 B.Y.U.

B5.126: Rafter, John Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.127: Red Bear Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.128: Roe, Charles F. Re: Sioux Campaign, 1876. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 43, 46 B.Y.U.

B5.129: Round Wooden Cloud Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.130: Roy, Stanislas, Re: Little Horn. See Camp Field Notes, folders 50, 99, B.Y.U and correspondence in the Walter Camp collection, same repository.

B5.131: Running Wolf Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.132: Rutten, Roman Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Box 2 Lilly Library.

B5.133: Server, Frederick Re: Sioux Campaign, 1876. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 56 B.Y.U.

B5.134: Scott, Hugh L. Re: Little Horn etc. See Camp.

B5.135: Siefert, August K. Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.136: Sipes, James M. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 72 B.Y.U.

B5.137: Sivertsen, John Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 89 B.Y.U.

B5.138: Slocum, Herbert Re: 10th Anniversary Celebrations. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 92 B.Y.U.

B5.139: Soldier Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 54 B.Y.U.

B5.140: Standing Bear Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 20, 55 B.Y.U.

B5.141: Sterland, Walter Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.142: Strikes Two Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 54 B.Y.U. (Also Appendix 3.106)

B5.143: Tall Bull Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 58 B.Y.U.

B5.144: Thompson, Peter Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.145: Thompson, Richard E. Re: Sioux Campaign, 1876. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 51 B.Y.U.

B5.146: Tritten, John G. Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.147: Turtle Rib Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 105 B.Y.U.

B5.148: Two Eagles Re: Little Horn. See Camp. LBHNM

B5.148: Two Moon Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.149: Varnum, Charles A. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 65 B.Y.U.

B5.150: Welsh, Mrs. H.H. Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.151: Whipple, Jack Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.152: White Bull (Cheyenne) Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 58 B.Y.U.

B5.153: White Man Runs Him Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 59 B.Y.U.

B5.154: Widmayer, Ferdinand Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 43 B.Y.U.

B5.155: Wilber, James Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 89 B.Y.U.

B5.156: Wilson, George A. Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

B5.157: Woodruff, Charles Re: Sioux Campaign, 1876. See Camp.

B5.158: Wylie, George Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Box 2, folder 9 Lilly Library.

B5.159: Young, George S. Re: Sioux Campaign, 1876. See Camp.

B5.160: Young Hawk Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 54 B.Y.U. (Also Appendix 3.121)

OTHER PAPERS

B5.161: American Horse Re: Hostile Indians. See Ricker. Tablet 16**

B5.162: Big Road Re: Little Horn. See Ruleau in Ricker. Tablet 29.**

B5.163: Black Fox Re: Little Horn. See New York Herald, 13 July 1876.

B5.164: Bob-tailed Horse Re: Little Horn etc. See Campbell. (Walter S.) *

B5.165: Brown, Don Re: Crook, 1876. See Ricker.**

B5.166: Burdick, John Re: Stanley, 1873. See Ricker.**

B5.167: Corliss, Augustus W. Re: Stanley, 1873. See Ricker.**

B5.168: Curley Re: Little Horn. See Scott.

B5.169: Eagle Elk Re: Little Horn. See Neihardt.

B5.170: Eastman, Dr. Charles Re: Hostile Indians. See Ricker. Tablet 11.**

B5.171: Encouraging Bear Re: Little Horn etc. See Ricker. Tablet 29.**

B5.172: Feather Earring Re: Little Horn. See Scott.

B5.173: Flying Hawk, Moses Re: Little Horn. See Ricker. Tablet 13.**

B5.174: Gray Whirlwind Re: Little Horn etc. See Campbell.*

B5.175: He Dog Re: Little Horn. See Hinman.

B5.176: He Dog Re: Little Horn. See Scott.

B5.177: Herendeen, George B. Re: Little Horn. See Noyes.

B5.178: Iron Bull Re: Little Horn. See Ruleau in Ricker. Tablet 29.**

B5.179: Iron Dog Re: Little Horn etc. See Campbell.*

B5.180: Iron Hawk Re: Little Horn. See Neihardt.

B5.181: Iron Hawk Re: Little Horn etc. See Ricker. Tablet 25.**

B5.182: Larsen, Ole Re: Little Horn. To C.E. DeLand 8 March 1907. See Dustin.

B5.183: Left Hand Re: Little Horn. By Tim McCoy, in Graham’s “Custer Myth.”

B5.184: Little Killer Re: Little Horn etc. See Hinman.

B5.185: Moving Robe Re: Little Horn etc. See Campbell.*

B5.186: Moving Robe Woman Re: Little Horn. See Spring.

B5.187: One Bull Re: Little Horn etc. See Campbell.*

B5.188: Red Feather Re: Little Horn. See Hinman.

B5.189: Red Feather Re: Little Horn. See Scott.

B5.190: Red Hawk Re: Little Horn etc. See Ricker. Tablet 29.**

B5.191: Respects Nothing Re: Little Horn. See Ricker. Tablet 29.**

B5.192: Ruleau, Nicholas Re: Little Horn. See Ricker. Tablet 29.**

B5.193: Short Bull Re: Little Horn. See Hinman.

B5.194: Short Bull Re: Little Horn. See Ricker. Tablet 17.**

B5.195: Shot in the Face Re: Little Horn. See Ruleau in Ricker Tablet 29.**

B5.196: Standing Bear Re: Little Horn. See Neihardt.

B5.197: Standing Bear Re: Little Horn. See Ricker. Tablet 13.**

B5.198: Stands in Timber, John Re: Little Horn. By Margot Liberty. LBHNM.

B5.199: Stands in Timber, John Re: Little Horn. By Don Rickey, Jr. LBHNM.

B5.200: Tibbets, Ben Re: Washita. See Ricker.**

B5.201: Two Moon Re: Little Horn. By Richard Throssel, in Billings Gazette 2 July 1911.

B5.202: Waterman Re: Little Horn. By Tim McCoy, in Graham’s “Custer Myth.”

B5.203: Waukutemonie Re: Little Horn etc. See Campbell.*

B5.204: Whirling Re: Little Horn. See Scott.

B5.205: White Bull (Sioux) Re: Little Horn etc. See Campbell.*

B5.206: White Man Runs Him Re: Little Horn. See Scott.

B5.207: Young Eagle Re: Little Horn etc. See Campbell.*

B5.208: Young Two Moon Re: Little Horn etc. See Campbell.*

CORRESPONDENCE

The reference “see…..” is to collections mentioned previously.

B5.209: Adams, Jacob To Edward S. Godfrey 2 January 1927. See LBHNM.

B5.210: Allison, Edward H. To Eli S. Ricker, 21 January and 7 March 1906. See Ricker.

B5.211: Benteen, Frederick W. To David F. Barry, 23 March and 1 April 1898. See Benteen.

B5.212: Benteen, Frederick W. To his wife: 13 June, 4 July and 10 July 1876; 4 and 11 August 1877.

B5.213: Benteen, Frederick W. To Edward S. Godfrey, 3 January 1886. See Ghent.

B5.214: Benteen, Frederick W. To Theodore Goldin, 6 January 1892.

B5.215: Blummer, Joseph A. To R.G. Cartwright, 13 September 1928. See LBHNM.

B5.216: Boesl, J.J. To W.M. Camp, 4 September 1911. See Camp.

B5.217: Brinkerhoff, Henry 8 July 1928. See Dustin.

B5.218: Burkman, John To Elizabeth Custer, 3 February 1911. See LBHNM.

B5.219: Camp, Walter M. To Edward S. Godfrey, 31 March 1909. See Hagner.

B5.220: Camp, Walter M. To Edward S. Godfrey, 28 May 1923. SeeLBHNM and Hagner.

B5.221: Carter, Capt. R.G. Memorandum, 6 July 1923. See Ghent.

B5.222: Carter, Capt. R.G. Memorandum, 11 July 1932. See Ghent.

B5.223: Colhoff, John P. To Charles D. Schreiders, 30 April 1943. See Spring.

B5.224: Edgerly, Winfield S. To Charles Varnum 17 January 1886. See Hagner.

B5.225: DeWolf, Dr. James M. See Dustin.

B5.226: Fuller, Alvarado To Walter M. Camp, 30 September 1911. See Camp.

B5.227: Gibson, Francis M. To Edward S. Godfrey, 8 August 1908. See Godfrey, Edward Settle.

B5.228: Godfrey, Edward S. To C.H. Asbury, 18 January 1929. See Ghent.

B5.229: Godfrey, Edward S. To W.J. Ghent, 13 January 1930. See Ghent.

B5.230: Godfrey, Edward S. To his wife, 4 July 1876. See Dustin.

B5.231: Godfrey, Edward S. To E.S. Paxson, 16 January 1896. See Godfrey, Edward Settle.

B5.232: Godfrey, Edward S. To Hugh L. Scott, 21 May 1031. See Scott.

B5.233: Godfrey, Edward S. To J.A. Shoemaker, 2 March 1926. See Ghent.

B5.234: Hammon, John E. To Charles E. DeLand, 28 February 1898. See LBHNM..

B5.235: Jones, Henry P. To Walter M. Camp, 5 May 1913. See Camp.

B5.236: Knipe, Daniel A. To Walter M. Camp, 20 July 1908 and 9 October 1910. See Camp.

B5.237: Logan, William R. To Walter M. Camp, 17 May 1909. See Camp.

B5.238: Luce, Edward S. To E.A. Brininstool, 3 October 1943. See LBHNM.

B5.239: Luce, Edward S. To Robert S. Ellison, 7 September 1943. See LBHNM.

B5.240: Luce, Edward S. To Elwood Nye, 11 October 1943. See LBHNM.

B5.241: Mathey, Edward G. To Walter M. Camp, 13 April 1910. See Camp.

B5.242: McDougall, Thomas M. To Edward S. Godfrey, 18 May 1909. See Hagner.

B5.243: Morris, William E. To Robert Bruce, 23 May 1928. See LBHNM

B5.244: Moylan, Myles To Edward S. Godfrey, 17 January 1892. See Ghent.

B5.245: Paulding, Dr. H.O. To his mother, 1876. See Johnson, Bradley Tyler.

B5.246: Rooney, James M. To Walter M. Camp, 19 July 1909 and 23 February 1910. See Camp.

B5.247: Roy, Stanislas To Walter M. Camp: 20 July 1908, 13 Sept. 1909 & 16 Sept. 1910. See Camp.

B5.248: Rutten, Roman To John Ryan, 9 April 1911. See LBHNM

B5.249: Ryan, John To Walter M. Camp, 29 Nov., 17 December 1908 and 21 March 1909. See Camp.

B5.250: Scott, Hugh L. To Edward S. Godfrey, 3 April 1926. See Ghent.

B5.251: Taylor, William 0. To Walter M. Camp, 12 December 1909. See Camp. Box 6 folder 2 B.Y.U.

B5.252: Van De Water, Frederick F. To Edward S. Godfrey, 26 May 1931. See Ghent.

B5.253: Varnum, Charles A. To Walter M. Camp, 14 April 1909. See Camp.

B5.254: Walcutt, C.C. To Walter M. Camp, 29 May 1909. See Camp.

B5.255: White Bear, Russell To Fred Dustin, I December 1938. See Dustin.

MANUSCRIPT NARRATIVES, STATEMENTS AND STUDIES

The reference “see….” is to collections previously mentioned.

B5.256: Bray, Robert “A Report of Archeological Investigations….Custer Battlefield….958.” In Midwest Archeological Center, Lincoln.

B5.257: Brinkerhoff, Henry Account of the Custer Battle. See Custer Scrapbooks.

B5.258: Edgerly, Winfield Scott Narrative written 1892-1895. See Ghent.

B5.259: Freeman, Capt. Henry B. 7th Inf. Diary 21 March - 25 September 1876. See LBHNM.

B5.260: Godfrey, Edward S. Address on the Fortieth Anniversary of the Custer Battle. See Billings.

B5.261: Harper, G.C. Pehi Hanska Ktepi.

B5.262: Hynds, Sgt. Hugh A. 20th Inf. Account of events of 25 June 1876. See LBHNM.

B5.263: Kuhlman, Charles “Did a Man in Private Life Known as Frank Finkel Escape from the Custer Battle?” In Oshkosh Public Museum, Oshkosh.

B5.264: Nugent, William D. Statement. See Taylor.

B5.265: Reynolds, Charley Diary 17 May - 23 June 1876. See Minnesota Historical Society.

B5.266: Rutten, Roman Statement. See Taylor.

B5.267: Smith, John Henry “A Soldier’s Report” See LBHNM.

B5.268: Terry, Alfred H. Diary of Expedition of 1876. In Library of Congress, Washington.

B5.269: White, William H. Diary 1 January - 23 July 1876. See LBHNM.





B6.
MAPS, PUBLISHED AND OTHER

In addition to the listed maps, several informal, hand-drawn “maps” - without scale and often without terribly specific notations - were referenced. Some of these do not bear any identification as to source or purpose and it was only because of their features that they were known to bear upon the fights at the Little Horn. A few of these were not my work and I have not the foggiest notion who drew them or under what circumstances. They are not included in the listings, although a couple of them were of inestimable value in my research.

It should also be noted that most of the listed books dealing with the Custer disaster and several of the periodical listings, contain one or more maps, drawn by, or at the direction of, the work’s author. Most of these were at least looked at, but are not listed as separate entities from the sources in which they appear.

B6.1: Billings Sectional Aeronautical Chart. U.S. Dept. of Commerce, Natl. Oceanic and Atmospheric Admin. Washington, 1988.

B6.2: Black Hills, Reconnaissance of, with troops under command of Lieut. Col. G.A. Custer, July and August, 1874, by Capt. Wm. Ludlow; Corps of Engineers Washington, 1875.

B6.3: Crow Indian Reservation, Montana. Compiled and drawn by Frazier C. Hilder, 1921; revised by E.H. Coulson, 1929; Department of the Interior, Office of Indian Affairs Washington, 1929.

B6.4: Custer Battlefield. Prepared under the personal direction of Lieut. Edward Maguire by Sergeant Charles Becker; Corps of Engineers Washington, 1877.

B6.5: Custer Battle Map Collection. Compiled by W. Kent King 1980.

B6.6: Custer Battlefield and Environs. A series of hand-drawn sketch maps made by the author between 1958 and 2010 on the ground, photographs of the battlefield made during the same time period, and videotaped examinations of the field in 1990 and 1995.

B6.7: Custer Battlefield, Montana Territory, 1876. Surveyed in 1891, by U.S. Geological Survey, R.B. Marshall, Top. Washington, 1908.

B6.8: Custer Battlefield. Surveyed by John T. Blake, July 7-9, 1883. In the Collection of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument, Crow Agency, Montana.

B6.9: Custer Battlefield. This map accompanied the report of R.E. Johnston which related the narrative of Kill Eagle [see Appendix 3.63]. Map #1008 in Reference Files, Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument, Crow Agency, Montana.

B6.10: Custer Battlefield, Metal Detection Research Map of. Compiled and drawn by Don Rickey Jr. In Reference Files, Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument, Crow Agency, Montana.

B6.11:P Dakota, Department of, including Minnesota, Dakota, and Montana, by Authority of Gen. A.H. Terry, under the direction of Lieut. John Biddle by E.H. Racowicz, Top. Asst., March, 1886; Chief of Engineers Washington, 1886.

B6.12: Dakota Territory. Originally compiled under direction of Capt. D.P. Heap, Corps of Engineers, by W.H. Wood, 1872. Fourth Edition revised and corrected under direction of Lieut. Edward Maguire, by Julius J. Durage, Prvt., Top. Asst., 1881; Chief of Engineers Washington, 1881.
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B8.

OFFICIAL MILITARY AND GOVERNMENT REPORTS, RECORDS AND DOCUMENTS

This section contains listings of official sources only, many of which are included in vast collections of government documents, such as annual correspondence files and order books. I have taken the liberty of showing individual items of particular interest which are encompassed within the larger contexts, but that should in no way be seen as a limiting exercise for serious researchers - who obviously would want to see original source documents anyway.

It should also be borne in mind that “official” does not necessarily mean “true and complete,” and the fact that a piece of intelligence or information comes to us from “government sources” does not give it any seal of reliability. I have not made any such assumptions and I would strongly caution the reader to follow a similar course. On the other hand, we should not summarily dismiss information from the same sources simply because of a sense of a general distrust of official government sources.

Some of what I consider to be the most interesting or pertinent documents, or portions thereof, are reproduced in the Appendices or in the body of the narrative portion of this work. This has been done only to simplify matters for the reader, not to promote a particular point of view and I have tried to be fair-handed and open-minded in my selections - both for reproduction and for inclusion here as a special individual listing.

In any event, the reader may always go to primary sources, which is always the preferred action for serious study and for serious students.
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B9.

TECHNICAL OR SEMI-TECHNICAL STUDIES, SOURCES AND REFERENCES

The titles included in this section are technical in nature, or devoted to a specific and sometimes esoteric, facet of the campaign, battle, or participants. Many of the references are in depth studies of firearms and equipment, or deal with the archaeological studies done on the battlefield, especially since the fire of August, 1983. Some earlier digs were conducted at the Reno Defense Site but the later efforts on Custer Field have been particularly rewarding in terms of the information developed, if not necessarily in the opinions formed by the principal archaeologists.

Reference should also be made to the Periodicals section, where a few technical entries can also be found.
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SEE ALSO PERIODICALS, OFFICIAL DOCUMENTS, AND COLLECTIONS/MANUSCRIPTS





B10 (A)
TRANSCRIPTED OR RECORDED INTERVIEWS

The reference “see…..” is to collections, etc. listed prior.

The Interviews and statements listed herein are not the only interview sources consulted. Several published works listed elsewhere in the Bibliography contain, or are based upon, interviews with soldiers, Indians, and civilians. Examples are The Arikara Narrative, The Vanishing Race, most of Grinnell’s books, many of the “pioneer histories,” and some few newspaper articles.

Walter Mason Camp was, in the early years of the 20th century, likely the most serious and avid researcher into the history of the Indian Wars in general and of the Little Horn fights in particular. Every student of the Custer Fight owes an enormous debt to Camp, although most of us would probably wish that he had asked more specific questions and recorded some things with more definition and detail. One of the problems in dealing with Camp’s voluminous material, aside from the fact that it is not all in one central repository, is that many of Camp’s notes [like some of mine] do not indicate source or date. Often what appears to have been the result of a personal interview actually came from a printed source or from a third party via correspondence or word of mouth and sometimes what seems to be source material is really Camp writing himself a summary notation.

Another stumbling block is the fact that many of Camp’s notes were written on small notebook leaflets in a very scrabbly, sometimes truly undecipherable handwriting. Trying to understand some of these notes is difficult enough and trying to list this material in any truly descriptive way would represent an almost-impossible task, so I have fallen back upon the expedient of showing Camp’s sources as interviewees, except where manuscript correspondence is involved - in which case the letters are shown in the Correspondence section. Thus what is listed as an interview by Camp might not have been an actual face to face interview in the classic sense, or even an interview in any sense of the word.

Probably the biggest problem with Camp’s material is that much of his information, particularly from Indian informants, was gathered in response to “loaded” questions. Camp allowed his pre-conceived notions of Custer’s movements to impose themselves upon his research in a major way and anyone dealing with his notes and questionnaires must be constantly on the alert for the problems this can cause- especially in interpretation of the answers.

Camp often asked questions based on presuppositions, for example: “When the troops got to X, did they stop?” A positive response is easily dealt with, but a negative reply must be weighed by wondering if it means the troops did not stop, or the troops never went to X in the first place. Indian interviewees obviously faced great semantic difficulties in handling such questions.

Judge Eli S. Ricker conducted his interviews principally during his “retirement years,” although his interest in Plains Indian life, culture and history was virtually life-long. Ricker had been an employee of the Indian Bureau earlier in his life, and was an early resident of northwestern Nebraska. His interests were not limited to the Little Horn battle or its participants, and his interviews seem to have been unbiased and based solely on a search for historical truth and detail.

An additional problem, with interviews of Indian witnesses, is the question of the competence of the interpreter to translate both the question and the response into terms which are understandable by the interviewee and the interviewer. In many cases, the interpreter is not known and hence the validity of the interview is in doubt. And then there is the often-posited theory that some of the Indians might have given spurious answers in order to confound the issue, to play a little joke on the white man, or to protect themselves and families from assumed vengeance on the part of the military, or others. For these and other reasons, including racial bias, some researchers virtually exclude Indian accounts from consideration.

B10 (A) – Walter Mason Camp Material

Adams, Jacob Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 43 B.Y.U.

Alcott, Samuel Re: Yellowstone Expedition and Little Horn. See Camp.

Bailey, William Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Also Appendices 3.2 & 3.25

Barnitz, Albert Re: The Washita. See Camp.

Bell, James H. Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

Berwald, Frank Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

Bischoff, Charles H. Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

Black Bear Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 108 B.Y.U.

Blake, Thomas. Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

Booth, Charles A. Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

Bouyer, Antoine Re: Mitch Bouyer etc. See Camp.

Boyle, James Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Also Appendix 3.6

Bray, Montfort Re: Custer campsite of 22 June, 1876. See Camp.

Bromwell, Latrobe Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

Burkhardt, Samuel Jr. Re: Custer Battlefield markers. See Camp. Envelope 64 Lilly Library

Burke, John Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

Burkman, John Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Also Appendix 3.8

Carrier, Adam Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

Clark, Ben Re: Washita. See Camp.

Corcoran, Patrick Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 38 B.Y.U. Also Appendix 3.10

Creighton, John C. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Also Appendix 3.12

Curley Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 6, 27, 77 B.Y.U. and also Envelope 71, Lilly Library

Dale, Alfred W. Re: dead soldier found August, 1876 on Rosebud. See Camp.

DeRudio, Charles C. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Item 11 Robert s. Ellison Collection

Edgerly, Winfield Scott Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 103, 108 B.Y.U.

Face, Julia Re: Little Horn. See Camp. LBHNM

Flanagan, James Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

Flying By Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 108 B.Y.U. Also Appendix 3.23

Foley, John Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 101 B.Y.U.

Foolish Elk Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 108 B.Y.U. Also Appendix 3.24

Garlington, Ernest A. Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

Gerard, Frederic F. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 94 B.Y.U. Also Appendix 3.30

Gibson, Francis M. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 45 B.Y.U.

Glenn [Glease], George W. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 109 B.Y.U.

Godfrey, Edward S. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 36, 37 B.Y.U.

Goes Ahead Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 50 B.Y.U.

Good-Voiced Elk Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Notes, not recorded. Also Appendix 3.43

Goose Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

Grant, Fred Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

Gregg, William J. Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

Hairy Moccasin Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 15, 26 B.Y.U. Also Appendix 3.45

Hammon, John E. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Also Appendix 3.47

Hanley, Richard P. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 43 B.Y.U.

Hardy, William G. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Also Appendix 3.48

Hare, Luther R. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 16 B.Y.U.

Harrison, Thomas W. Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

Has Horns Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

He Dog Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 55 B.Y.U.

Herendeen, George B. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 98 B.Y.U. and also “Herendeen” envelope, Box 1 B.Y.U. Also Appendix 3.54

Heyn, William Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Also Appendix 3.56

Hollow Horn Bear Re: Little Horn. See Camp. LBHNM.

Kill Assiniboine, Mrs. Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

Kipp, Fremont Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

Knipe, Daniel A. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Box 2, folder 8 Lilly Library, Box 5, folder 7, B.Y.U. and also folder 15 same repository.

LeForge, Thomas Re: Sioux Campaign 1876 etc. See Camp.

Light Re: Little Horn. See Camp. LBHNM.

Little Sioux Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 54 B.Y.U.

Little Wolf Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Notes, not recorded.

Long Bear Re: Little Horn. See Camp. LBHNM.

Lynch, Dennis Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 75 B.Y.U.

McClernand, Edward J. Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

McDougall, Thomas M. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 24 B.Y.U.

McGonigle, Hugh Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 88 B.Y.U.

McGuire, John Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 73 B.Y.U.

Mahoney, John Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

Martin, John Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Folder 3 Lilly Library, box 2, folder 6, and envelope 130 Lilly Library

Mathey, Edward G. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 63 B.Y.U. Also Appendix 3.72

Mechling, Henry Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Also Appendix 3.77

Moran, William Re: Sioux Campaign 1876. See Camp.

Morris, William E. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Envelope 81 Lilly Library.

Newell, Daniel Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

O’Neill, Thomas F. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 83 B.Y.U. Also Appendix 3.86

O’Toole, Francis Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

Petring, Henry Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 38 B.Y.U.

Pickard, Edward Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

Pigford, Edward Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 47 B.Y.U.

Rafter, John Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

Red Bear Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

Roe, Charles F. Re: Sioux Campaign, 1876. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 43, 46 B.Y.U.

Round Wooden Cloud Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

Roy, Stanislas Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folders 50, 99 B.Y.U. and also correspondence in the Walter Camp Collection, same repository

Running Wolf Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

Rutten, Roman Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Box 2 Lilly Library.

Server, Frederick Re: Sioux Campaign, 1876. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 56 B.Y.U.

Scott, Hugh L. Re: Little Horn etc. See Camp.

Siefert, August K. Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

Sipes, James M. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 72 B.Y.U.

Sivertsen, John Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 89 B.Y.U.

Slocum, Herbert Re: 10th Anniversary Celebrations. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 92 B.Y.U.

Soldier Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 54 B.Y.U.

Standing Bear Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 20, 55 B.Y.U.

Sterland, Walter Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

Strikes Two Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 54 B.Y.U. Also Appendix 3.106

Tall Bull Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 58 B.Y.U.

Thompson, Peter Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

Thompson, Richard E. Re: Sioux Campaign, 1876. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 51 B.Y.U.

Tritten, John G. Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

Turtle Rib Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 105 B.Y.U.

Two Eagles Re: Little Horn. See Camp. LBHNM

Two Moon Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

Varnum, Charles A. Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 65 B.Y.U.

Welsh, Mrs. H.H. Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

Whipple, Jack Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

White Bull (Cheyenne) Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 58 B.Y.U.

White Man Runs Him Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 59 B.Y.U.

Widmayer, Ferdinand Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 43 B.Y.U.

Wilber, James Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 89 B.Y.U.

Wilson, George A. Re: Little Horn. See Camp.

Woodruff, Charles Re: Sioux Campaign, 1876. See Camp.

Wylie, George Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Box 2, folder 9 Lilly Library.

Young, George S. Re: Sioux Campaign, 1876. See Camp.

Young Hawk Re: Little Horn. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 54 B.Y.U. Also Appendix 3.121

CORRESPONDENCE

Boesl, J.J. To W.M. Camp, 4 September 1911. See Camp.

Camp, Walter M. To Edward S. Godfrey, 31 March 1909. See Hagner.

Camp, Walter M. To Edward S. Godfrey, 28 May 1923. SeeLBHNM and Hagner.

Fuller, Alvarado To Walter M. Camp, 30 September 1911. See Camp.

Jones, Henry P. To Walter M. Camp, 5 May 1913. See Camp.

Knipe, Daniel A. To Walter M. Camp, 20 July 1908 and 9 October 1910. See Camp.

Logan, William R. To Walter M. Camp, 17 May 1909. See Camp.

Mathey, Edward G. To Walter M. Camp, 13 April 1910. See Camp.

Rooney, James M. To Walter M. Camp, 19 July 1909 and 23 February 1910. See Camp.

Roy, Stanislas To Walter M. Camp: 20 July 1908, 13 September 1909 and 16 September 1910. See Camp.

Ryan, John To Walter M. Camp, 29 November and 17 December 1908 and 21 March 1909. See Camp.

Taylor, William O. To Walter M. Camp, 12 December 1909. See Camp. Box 6 folder 2 B.Y.U.

Varnum, Charles A. To Walter M. Camp, 14 April 1909. See Camp.

Walcutt, C.C. To Walter M. Camp, 29 May 1909. See Camp.





B10 (B).
TRANSCRIPTED OR RECORDEDINTERVIEWS (OTHERS)

American Horse Re: Hostile Indians. See Ricker. Tablet 16

Big Road Re: Little Horn. See Ruleau in Ricker. Tablet 29.

Black Fox Re: Little Horn. See New York Herald, 13 July 1876.

Bob-tailed Horse Re: Little Horn etc. See Campbell. (Walter S. ?) *

Bravo, Barney [Prevo, Bernard] Re: Sioux Campaign, 1876. See Camp. Field Notes, folder 22 B.Y.U.

Brown, Don Re: Crook, 1876. See Ricker.

Burdick, John Re: Stanley, 1873. See Ricker.

Corliss, Augustus W. Re: Stanley, 1873. See Ricker.

Curley Re: Little Horn. See Scott.

Eagle Elk Re: Little Horn. See Neihardt.

Eastman, Dr. Charles Re: Hostile Indians. See Ricker. Tablet 11.

Encouraging Bear Re: Little Horn etc. See Ricker. Tablet 29.

Feather Earring Re: Little Horn. See Scott.

Flying Hawk, Moses Re: Little Horn. See Ricker. Tablet 13.

Gray Whirlwind Re: Little Horn etc. See Campbell.*

He Dog Re: Little Horn. See Hinman.

He Dog Re: Little Horn. See Scott.

Herendeen, George B. Re: Little Horn. See Noyes.

Iron Bull Re: Little Horn. See Ruleau in Ricker. Tablet 29.

Iron Dog Re: Little Horn etc. See Campbell.

Iron Hawk Re: Little Horn. See Neihardt.

Iron Hawk Re: Little Horn etc. See Ricker. Tablet 25.

Larsen, Ole Re: Little Horn. To C.E. DeLand 8 March 1907. See Dustin.

Left Hand Re: Little Horn. By Tim McCoy, in Graham’s “Custer Myth.”

Little Killer Re: Little Horn etc. See Hinman.

Moving Robe Re: Little Horn etc. See Campbell.

Moving Robe Woman Re: Little Horn. See Spring.

One Bull Re: Little Horn etc. See Campbell.

Red Feather Re: Little Horn. See Hinman.

Red Feather Re: Little Horn. See Scott.

Red Hawk Re: Little Horn etc. See Ricker. Tablet 29.

Respects Nothing Re: Little Horn. See Ricker. Tablet 29.

Ruleau, Nicholas Re: Little Horn. See Ricker. Tablet 29.

Short Bull Re: Little Horn. See Hinman.

Short Bull Re: Little Horn. See Ricker. Tablet 17.

Shot in the Face Re: Little Horn. See Ruleau in Ricker Tablet 29.

Standing Bear Re: Little Horn. See Neihardt.

Standing Bear Re: Little Horn. See Ricker. Tablet 13.

Stands in Timber, John Re: Little Horn. By Margot Liberty. LBHNM.

Stands in Timber, John Re: Little Horn. By Don Rickey, Jr. LBHNM.

Tibbets, Ben Re: Washita. See Ricker.

Two Moon Re: Little Horn. By Richard Throssel, in Billings Gazette 2 July 1911.

Waterman Re: Little Horn. By Tim McCoy, in Graham’s “Custer Myth.”

Waukutemonie Re: Little Horn etc. See Campbell.

Whirling Re: Little Horn. See Scott.

White Bull (Sioux) Re: Little Horn etc. See Campbell.

White Man Runs Him Re: Little Horn. See Scott.

Young Eagle Re: Little Horn etc. See Campbell.

Young Two Moon Re: Little Horn etc. See Campbell.

CORRESPONDENCE

The reference “see…..” is to collections mentioned previously.

Adams, Jacob To Edward S. Godfrey 2 January 1927. See LBHNM.

Allison, Edward H. To Eli S. Ricker, 21 January and 7 March 1906. See Ricker.

Benteen, Frederick W. To David F. Barry, 23 March and 1 April 1898. See Benteen.

Benteen, Frederick W. To his wife: 13 June, 4 July and 10 July 1876; 4 and 11 August 1877.

Benteen, Frederick W. To Edward S. Godfrey, 3 January 1886. See Ghent.

Benteen, Frederick W. To Theodore Goldin, 6 January 1892.

Blummer, Joseph A. To R.G. Cartwright, 13 September 1928. See LBHNM.

Brinkerhoff, Henry 8 July 1928. See Dustin.

Burkman, John To Elizabeth Custer, 3 February 1911. See LBHNM.

Carter, Capt. R.G. Memorandum, 6 July 1923. See Ghent.

Carter, Capt. R.G. Memorandum, 11 July 1932. See Ghent.

Colhoff, John P. To Charles D. Schreiders, 30 April 1943. See Spring.

Edgerly, Winfield S. To Charles Varnum 17 January 1886. See Hagner.

DeWolf, Dr. James M. See Dustin.

Gibson, Francis M. To Edward S. Godfrey, 8 August 1908. See Godfrey, Edward Settle.

Godfrey, Edward S. To C.H. Asbury, 18 January 1929. See Ghent.

Godfrey, Edward S. To W.J. Ghent, 13 January 1930. See Ghent.

Godfrey, Edward S. To his wife, 4 July 1876. See Dustin.

Godfrey, Edward S. To E.S. Paxson, 16 January 1896. See Godfrey, Edward Settle.

Godfrey, Edward S. To Hugh L. Scott, 21 May 1031. See Scott.

Godfrey, Edward S. To J.A. Shoemaker, 2 March 1926. See Ghent.

Hammon, John E. To Charles E. DeLand, 28 February 1898. See LBHNM..

Luce, Edward S. To E.A. Brininstool, 3 October 1943. See LBHNM.

Luce, Edward S. To Robert S. Ellison, 7 September 1943. See LBHNM.

Luce, Edward S. To Elwood Nye, 11 October 1943. See LBHNM.

McDougall, Thomas M. To Edward S. Godfrey, 18 May 1909. See Hagner.

Morris, William E. To Robert Bruce, 23 May 1928. See LBHNM

Moylan, Myles To Edward S. Godfrey, 17 January 1892. See Ghent.

Paulding, Dr. H.O. To his mother, 1876. See Johnson, Bradley Tyler.

Rutten, Roman To John Ryan, 9 April 1911. See LBHNM

Scott, Hugh L. To Edward S. Godfrey, 3 April 1926. See Ghent.

Van De Water, Frederick F. To Edward S. Godfrey, 26 May 1931. See Ghent.

White Bear, Russell To Fred Dustin, I December 1938. See Dustin.

MANUSCRIPT NARRATIVES, STATEMENTS AND STUDIES

The reference “see….” is to collections previously mentioned.

Bray, Robert “A Report of Archeological Investigations….Custer Battlefield….958.” In Midwest Archeological Center, Lincoln.

Brinkerhoff, Henry Account of the Custer Battle. See Custer Scrapbooks.

Edgerly, Winfield Scott Narrative written 1892-1895. See Ghent.

Freeman, Capt. Henry B. 7th Inf. Diary 21 March - 25 September 1876. See LBHNM.

Godfrey, Edward S. Address on the Fortieth Anniversary of the Custer Battle. See Billings.

Harper, G.C. Pehi Hanska Ktepi.

Hynds, Sgt. Hugh A. 20th Inf. Account of events of 25 June 1876. See LBHNM.

Kuhlman, Charles “Did a Man in Private Life Known as Frank Finkel Escape from the Custer Battle?” In Oshkosh Public Museum, Oshkosh.

Nugent, William D. Statement. See Taylor.

Reynolds, Charley Diary 17 May - 23 June 1876. See Minnesota Historical Society.

Rutten, Roman Statement. See Taylor.

Smith, John Henry “A Soldier’s Report” See LBHNM.

Terry, Alfred H. Diary of Expedition of 1876. In Library of Congress, Washington.

White, William H. Diary 1 January - 23 July 1876. See LBHNM.





Notes

1 Needs clarification

2 There are 27 named, why?

3 According to army historical reference, even though Terry/Custer did come this way, they had no idea where the camps were until Reno’s scout of the Powder River area on June 10. Gibbon leading the Montana Column from the west, was notified by his scouts of a large village in the Little Big Horn area as early as May 16th, but he never reported it until he linked up with Terry. 

4 ??Crook returned to Ft. Fetterman on March 26 after Crazy Horse defeated his command on the Powder River. He stayed there until May 29.

5 ??In the first part of June, Custer was up on the Yellowstone with Terry.

6 Miles City is on the Tongue just south of its junction with the Yellowstone.

7 ??Custer marched out of Ft. Abraham Lincoln near Bismark, ND, on May 17 under the command of Gen. Terry. They marched due west to the Yellowstone and followed it to the mouth of the Powder where Terry set up HQ on the steamer Far West.

8 3 are missing.

9 Army history says this battle was fought on the 17th only. And this was the second time Crazy Horse defeated his command. He went back to Ft Fetterman once AGAIN to lick his wounds.

10 ??At this time they supposedly were still on the east side of the Little Big Horn.

11 This is the day that the camp supposedly moved in the afternoon from the east side of the Little Big Horn to the west side where they were attacked. If so, the new camp layout is missing.

12 ?Later on in this narrative, it says that he was back just as the fighting got started – see Footnotes 14 and 15.

13 Something’s wrong here. – the People supposedly came in from the southeast down Lodge Pole trail from the Rosebud. Did they EXPECT Custer to flank the village first??

14 Noon

15 That puts him back in camp around 2.30p.m.

16 ??What previous camp? The one on the east side of the river? 

17 Northwest?

18 Was this the OLD camp?

19 The timber?

20 ‘This time’ being before they retreated to the ridgeline.

21 Can’t figure out where this is.

22 The only place this could have happened was on Reno’s run for the high ground, so I’m very confused here.

23 This is where I think the chase turned from the Reno command to the Custer command. In other words, I think two tales are going on here simultaneously and also what follows.

24 It’s thought they were planting the guidons to signal Custer.

25 ??The directions are confusing, but this sounds like the action on Weir Point – but that happened AFTER the action at Medicine Tail Coulee.

26 I assume that this a repetition and he is still on the east side of the river.

27 Medicine Tail Coulee

28 ??His body was found elsewhere

29 I can’t make sense of this.

30 Ryan’s account of French’s charge is in Graham, Custer Myth, page 244.

31 This account of some of Reno’s men rejoining Custer is problematical. I think these troopers are from Custer’s command.

32 See Footnote 31

33 Could this be the proverbial Ford D?

34 See Footnote 31

35 Not commonly thought that the village extended this far north

36 Why was he in a sweat lodge this late in the battle?

37 East?

38 See Note 31
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OrF NCO PVI ClV 101

Nominal Strength from Roster 2 0 51 0 53
Detached prior to the Campaign 0 0 7 0 7
Campaign Strength 2 0 4 0 46
Detached in the field 0 0 8 0 8
Marched to Little Horn 2 0 36 0 38
Detached to packs/stragglers 0 0 13 0 13*
Battle Strength 2 0 23 0 25
Did not fight on line 0 0 10 0 10
Skirmish Line Strength 2 0 13 0 15
Left line during fight 0 0 2 0 2
Left in timber/rejoined 26 June 0 0 1 0 1
Strength on hilltop 25 June PM 2 0 8 0 10
Strength on hilltop 27 June AM 2 0 9 0 11
Killed 25 June - Retreat 0 0 20 2
Wounded 25 June - Retreat 0 0 2 0 2
26 June - Hilltop 1 0 0 0 1
Total Detachment losses - killed 0 0 2 0 2
Total Detachment losses - wounded 1 0 2 0 3
Total Detachment losses missing 0 0 21 0 2]%*

* Includes 4 Crow scouts detached to Custer’s battalions.

** The “missing” total is made up of 9 men who did not cross the river and 12 who did, but who
did not remain with the Detachment throughout the fights. All of these enlisted scouts reported
for duty at the Powder River Supply Depot and Lieutenant Varnum added a note to the June
muster roll on 29 July stating: “I hereby certify that the scouts reported ‘missing in action,” on
the above muster roll, and who have been paid thereon, have duly returned to duty since muster
and before payment and are entitled to pay for themselves and for furnishing their own horse and
equipment, to include June 30, 1876.”
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