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Introduction

More than three hundred thousand people visit the site of Custer’s Last Stand at Little Bighorn every year. But how many visit his first stand on the Great Plains … or even know where to find it?

Or where Custer chiseled his name into stone in the Black Hills, not once but twice? And where’s the site of his court-martial at Fort Leavenworth? Where did Custer hunt buffalo with the grand duke of Russia? Where did fellow officer Frederick Benteen allegedly dare Custer to horsewhip him?

There are about a dozen national or state historic sites commemorating Custer on the plains—but there are many more sites that also have a Custer connection. This book will tell you how to find them.

The most popular Custer site on the plains is where he died, which is somewhat ironic since he did so much living on the Great Plains. It’s here that he marched through blizzards and blistering heat, chased and fought Indians, led countless buffalo hunts, climbed mountains, and found gold.

George Armstrong Custer was born, raised, and found fame and glory in the East, but once he crossed the Mississippi he became the West. It’s here that he passed from boy general to legend. Even those associated with him were magnified: would Buffalo Bill and Sitting Bull be as well known today without their Custer connections?

Like my first book, Forts of the Northern Plains, this guide has background on the sites before Custer’s arrival, what happened while he was there and after he left, and what you’ll find at the sites today. Where available, I also direct you to contacts, related sites and attractions, and reading material. Admission prices and operating hours are also included and were current at the time of writing. They do change, so confirm them before you make travel plans.

Custer’s strong personality contributed to conflicts with commanders, fellow officers, and even an animal. Those conflicts influenced what happened to him on the Great Plains, so I’ve highlighted those “personal battles” as well.
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Putting the book together was a nonstop adventure, since I’m one of those guys who pauses at every historical marker and also enjoys the thrill of the chase. I find excitement in locating the marker for the Cheyenne and Sioux villages that Winfield Scott Hancock burned in Kansas. Seeing the porch on which Custer sat is a big deal, and climbing Inyan Kara and locating Custer’s name at the summit is a high point in my life. I take comfort in knowing I’m not the only one who feels this way, and I hope this book finds its way into the hands of like-minded people.

The guide is presented in chronological order, beginning with sites related to Custer’s post–Civil War assignments in Louisiana and Texas, through his disastrous involvement in Hancock’s War in Kansas, the successful winter campaign in Indian Territory, the transitional years between plains campaigns, the transfer to the Dakota Territory, and expeditions to the Yellowstone River, the Black Hills, and finally, the Little Bighorn.

Some of these sites I’ve visited for decades (primarily due to my in-laws living in southwest Oklahoma), others I’ve frequented in the past decade, and some I visited for the first time in 2010. As with Forts of the Northern Plains, I put in thousands of miles to track down these Custer sites. In some places there are roads where there once were trails, or parking lots where buildings once stood. But many sites are preserved and restored, and many have the same scenery and terrain as in Custer’s day.

In some cases, that scenery and terrain is spectacular. The two most difficult Custer sites to reach are the summits of Inyan Kara and Harney Peak in the Black Hills. These are mountains, and those who make the climbs are rewarded with amazing views—the same views seen by Custer.

There are hundreds of Custer books, and more and more are published every year covering his life, his battles, his associates, and his adversaries. As far as I know, this is the first comprehensive guide to the Great Plains sites associated with those stories. I hope it finds a place among those who know the stories or are learning them and now want see and enjoy the land that Custer walked.

If you do come, I hope you also visit the many related historic sites and museums listed—some of these locations would be thrilled to have one percent of Little Bighorn’s visitation numbers. Many of these staffed sites have resident experts and the stories and information they share may inspire journeys of your own.

Happy trails!


[image: ]

George and Libbie Custer in 1864. LIBRARY OF CONGRESS










1865–66

Custer Crosses the Mississippi

At the onset of the Civil War, it didn’t seem likely that George Armstrong Custer would emerge as one of the conflict’s stars. Custer, born in Harrison County, Ohio, in 1839, had a spotty record as a West Point cadet, picking up enough demerits from pranks to continually put him on the verge of expulsion. He finished last in the class of 1861 and likely would have received a hardship assignment had the Union not been desperate for officers.

As soon as Custer was given a command, however, he displayed an aggressiveness and fearlessness that inspired his men and impressed his commanders. Detractors called him careless, reckless, and lucky, pointing to the number of horses shot out from beneath him (two in one day and eleven by the end of the war), but no one could deny Custer’s ability to scout the enemy, determine their weaknesses, and then exploit them.

Fortune favors the bold, and Custer rose from first lieutenant to major general in less than three years. At twenty-five, he was the youngest general in the war, earning newspaper fame as the “boy general.” He had the audacity to design a distinctive uniform for himself, featuring a wide-brimmed hat and a scarlet cravat to ensure that he was seen, and he had the additional pluck to bring along reporters in order to make sure their readers knew of his exploits.

In finding his fame and promotion, however, Custer engendered the jealousy and ill will of many fellow officers, especially those with more seniority. Like Custer, some hoped to continue their military careers after the war and they knew the competition for openings would be fierce.

The Civil War ended in April 1865, but in Texas there were still some elements of rebel resistance. There was also concern farther south in Mexico, where the French had propped up Maximilian I as emperor in hope of creating a new French empire in the Americas. The United States prepared to invade Mexico in order to drive out the European expansion.

Gen. Philip Sheridan was sent to New Orleans to organize an army of more than thirty thousand, and the commander he selected to train and head a unit of four thousand cavalry was George Custer. Sheridan was Custer’s mentor in the final campaign of the war and each admired the other greatly—they even shared a management style of being impulsive, emotional, and exceedingly tough.

Missing the hometown hero celebration he would have received in Monroe, Michigan, Custer, his wife Elizabeth (known as Libbie), and their servant Eliza Brown left Washington by rail to Louisville, and then traveled by steamer down the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers to New Orleans. Custer had his first opportunity to rest in months on the trip and the party even met Confederate general John Bell Hood on one of the stops.

The Custers arrived in New Orleans on June 18, 1865, and were able to take in the French Quarter and other sights of city. Legendary general Winfield Scott also stayed at their hotel in New Orleans and the Custers paid a call. Scott was a hero of Libbie’s father and she was stunned to see the old general as decrepit as he had become. “I was almost sorry to have seen him at all,” she wrote, “except for the praise that he bestowed upon my husband, which, coming from so old a soldier, I deeply appreciated.”

Custer would train his troops at Alexandria in central Louisiana. Before leaving New Orleans, he met with Sheridan to discuss plans for Texas and Mexico. In the last week of June, he, Libbie, his staff (including his brother Lt. Tom Custer), and their horses boarded a steamer for Alexandria. They went up the Mississippi and turned into the mouth of the Red River—and from that point on, Custer was forever linked to the West.








Alexandria and the Louisiana Mutiny

Alexandria, Louisiana

On the northern edge of Cajun culture and the south bank of the Red River is the central Louisiana town of Alexandria. As far back as the 1760s, Indian, French, Spanish, English, and American traders frequented the site. The town developed into a major shipping and warehousing port, and the fertility of the surrounding land made its planters among the wealthiest men in America.

In 1859, the Louisiana Seminary of Learning and Military Academy was established in Pineville, across the river from Alexandria. Its first superintendent, Col. William Tecumseh Sherman, resigned when rebels seized the United States Arsenal in Baton Rouge in 1861. Despite the enormous destruction caused by his 1864 “March to the Sea,” General Sherman asked the Union commander of the district that included the seminary not to destroy its buildings. The commander honored the request and the buildings survived the war.

Alexandria itself didn’t fare so well—most of it went up in flames when Gen. Nathaniel Banks and his Union forces evacuated in May 1864. The town of six hundred quickly rebuilt and the Confederates erected two earthen forts on the Pineville side of the river in case the Yankees returned. The South surrendered in 1865, however, before the forts saw action.
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The Red River waterfront in Alexandria during the late 1860s. The large building on the right is a hotel; the Custers lived about a block or two behind it. LOUISIANA HISTORY MUSEUM



During Custer

Custer arrived in Alexandria in late June 1865 from New Orleans with his staff and family. The Custers moved into a vacant house that had been occupied by General Banks during the war, only about one hundred yards from the Red River and the cotton docks.

Besides preparing the troops for Texas, the boy general came to Louisiana to suppress any residual rebellion from the Civil War as the Confederate soldiers returned home. Custer promoted peace and order with the citizens and newly freed slaves. It represented tremendous responsibility for him at only twenty-five years of age and still inclined toward impetuousness and pranks. Still, he proved himself an able statesman and impressed the local community with his civility.

Ironically, the most pressing conflict came from Custer’s own troops. These were volunteers, angry at still being in uniform for a war that was over. What’s more, the soldiers from the Union’s western armies weren’t accustomed to taking orders from officers—they saw officers as “equals” and certainly weren’t about to accept discipline from them. This entirely contradicted Custer’s Civil War experience. He’d had the respect and loyalty of his troops back east and dealt with disciplined soldiers; here soldiers challenged and threatened his authority for the first time. Where Custer sought peace from local landowners, his troops sought plunder. They were frequently absent without leave and many deserted their camp.

The Custers escaped the problems of his command and the shabbiness of Alexandria by riding every evening. Their rides often took them across the Red River to Pineville where they sometimes passed the Louisiana Seminary and its main building, by this time known as the Sherman Institute after its first superintendent. In Tenting on the Plains, her memoir of the early western campaigns, Libbie wrote of the earthwork forts along the river in Pineville that she and the general visited. He admired them greatly and pointed out details of their construction to her. Unknown to him at the time, the forts had been engineered by Lt. Alphonse Buhlow, a West Point classmate of his.

There was no escaping conflict with his men, however, which came to a head in August. Prior to Custer’s arrival in Alexandria, two enlisted men had been convicted of military crimes: one a deserter and thief and the second a popular sergeant who petitioned for a colonel’s early retirement so another officer could rise to the rank before the war ended. Both of the convicted men were ordered to be shot and Custer refused to remand the order. Protests came from the troops, and there were threats that Custer himself would be shot.

General Sheridan, commander of the military district and Custer’s mentor, told him to “use such summary measures as you deem proper to overcome the mutinous disposition of the individuals in your command.” Custer ignored the threats and became more resolute in the face of mutiny. On the scheduled day of execution of the condemned men, Custer had the forty-five hundred soldiers of the camp form a hollow square; he and his staff rode slowly around the square, almost in defiance of the assassination threat. When the two convicts were blindfolded and sat on their coffins for the firing squad, however, the sergeant was pulled to the side; he fainted as the first man was shot. When he awoke, the sergeant was told that Custer spared him, believing that he had been influenced by others.

By early August, the men had grudgingly accepted the discipline of Custer’s command and soon were ready to march to Texas.

After Custer

Alexandria was one of the first Louisiana towns to rebound from the Civil War and has since grown to a city of more than forty-six thousand residents.

The Site Today

There is no remnant of the encampment of Custer’s military post, his first west of the Mississippi. The home in which he stayed is long gone and there is no historical marker of his time there. According to staff of the Louisiana History Museum in Alexandria, the Custers’ home was in the vicinity of Fisk and Third Streets, now the site of a civic center and parking garage.

The Confederate forts visited by Custer and his wife are still there within today’s Forts Randolph and Buhlow State Historic Site. Located on the Red River in downtown Pineville, the site includes a visitors center with exhibits on the Civil War’s Red River Campaign, an elevated boardwalk around the fort area, and an open field that hosts Civil War reenactments. Address: 135 Riverfront Street, Pineville, LA 71360. Hours: Wednesday through Sunday, 9 A.M. to 5 P.M.; closed on Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s Day. Guided tours are offered daily. Admission: $4 per person; free for seniors (62 and over) and for children age 12 and under. Phone: (318) 484-2390 or toll-free at (877) 677-7437. E-mail: fortsrandolphbuhlow@crt.state.la.us. Website: www.crt.state.la.us/parks/iftsrandbuhlow.aspx.
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Whereas Custer and Libbie once toured Forts Randolph and Buhlow on horseback, modern visitors use an elevated boardwalk, with an overlook near Bailey’s Dam. FORTS RANDOLPH AND BUHLOW STATE HISTORIC SITE



Farther north and also along U.S. Highway 71 are the grounds of the Louisiana Seminary and the Sherman Institute, where George and Libbie enjoyed horseback rides. (Incidentally, the seminary lost its main building to fire in 1869. The school resumed classes in Baton Rouge that same year and was later renamed Louisiana State University.) The original buildings are long gone, but ruins and historical markers are there to help interpret the site.

Related Attractions

The Louisiana History Museum in downtown Alexandria collects and presents history associated with the city and all of Louisiana. The museum maintains one of the foremost collections of historic objects in the state, including artifacts from the Civil War and Reconstruction. Address: 503 Washington Street, Alexandria, LA 71301. Hours: Tuesday through Saturday, 10 A.M. to 4 P.M. Admission: Free. Phone: (318) 487-8556. Website: www.louisianahistorymuseum.org.

Recommended Reading

Custer in Texas: An Interrupted Narrative by John M. Carroll (Sol Lewis/Liveright)








Liendo Plantation

Hempstead, Texas

Originally a Spanish land grant and one of the first cotton plantations in Texas, Liendo Plantation was established in 1853 by Leonard Waller Groce, a descendent of one of the state’s original settlers. He made Liendo the social center of Texas, receiving the well-known and well-placed during lavish parties. During the Civil War, four Groce sons fought for the South and the plantation also hosted Camp Groce, used as a camp for Confederate soldiers and Union prisoners of war.

During Custer

Custer and his troops arrived and camped at the plantation in late August 1865. In spite of their wartime allegiance to the Confederacy, the Groces immediately offered their hospitality. When they found out Libbie was living in a tent, they invited her to stay in their home. She refused, in spite of the scorpions, tarantulas, and malaria-carrying mosquitoes common to the area. After Libbie took ill, the Groces insisted she stay with them and nursed her back to health.


[image: ]

Libbie and George Custer at Hempstead, Texas, on October 18th, 1865. LIBRARY OF CONGRESS



Custer frequently hunted deer with Groce and other planters who controlled their hounds by horns. After he got himself a horn and his host gave him five dogs, Custer nearly split his cheeks trying to duplicate their calls.

General Sheridan soon arrived with Custer’s father Emanuel, who took on the role of forage agent to allow him to travel with his son. The condition of the men and horses pleased Sheridan—as did reports of no insubordination—and he placed Custer in command of all cavalry in Texas.

The reputation of Liendo for its warm hospitality served it well, and probably helped ensure its survival. When the time came for Custer and the troops to move on to Austin in November, he reemphasized that Liendo and all Texans and their property be treated with respect.

After Custer

Like most Southern plantations, Liendo fell on hard times after the Civil War and went through several owners. Among its better-known owners and occupants were the world-famous sculptor Elisabet Ney and her husband, Dr. Edward Montgomery. They made Liendo their home from 1873 to 1911 and were buried on the plantation grounds after their deaths. You can find her sculptures of Stephen Austin and Sam Houston in both the Texas and U.S. capitols.


Visiting Liendo Plantation

38653 Wyatt Chapel Road, Hempstead, TX 77445-4503

(800) 826-4371 or (979) 826-3126 • www.liendo.org


How to Get There: Located in Waller County in southeast Texas. Liendo Plantation is two miles east of Hempstead on FM 1488, then a quarter mile south on Wyatt Chapel Road.

Hours: Docent-led tours begin at 10 A.M., 11:30 A.M., and 1 P.M. Special group tours are available with some requirements and advance notice.

Admission: $7 (seniors, groups, and students $5).

Special Events: The Civil War Weekend (the weekend before Thanksgiving) includes battle reenactments and folklife demonstrations such as spinning, weaving, quilting, blacksmithing, and soap-making. Tours of the plantation are also available this weekend alone. For more information, call (936) 931-2811 or (979) 826-3126 or visit www.11texascav.org.
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Liendo Plantation at Hempstead, a site visited many times by the Custers, is still a private residence, but remains open for public tours. WILLIAM J. BOZIC JR.



Liendo saw a reversal in its deterioration in 1960 when Carl and Phyllis Detering purchased the home and began a ten-year restoration. They traveled throughout the Deep South and Europe in search of period furnishing and décor, succeeding in restoring the home to its nineteenth-century prestige. Hempstead itself remains a small town today but is growing due to its proximity to Houston, less than an hour away.

The Site Today

A Texas historic landmark, Liendo Plantation is still owned and occupied by the Detering family, who open it for public viewing the first Saturday of most months.

If you happen to be at Liendo during its non-public time, you can always get a photo of the state historical marker near the Liendo drive’s entrance, commemorating the “Gen. George and Libbie Custer Campsite.”








Custer’s Texas Headquarters

Austin, Texas

Several state-run asylums for the mentally ill and physically handicapped were built just outside of Austin, the capital of Texas, in the mid-nineteenth-century. Among them was the Texas State Asylum for the Blind, built by Abner Cook around 1858. The two-story, brick and limestone Italianate structure, featuring a large cupola, served as the asylum through the rest of the 1850s and early ’60s, until it was temporarily closed during the Civil War.

A number of Austin citizens offered their homes to Custer as his column approached in November 1865, but they were declined. The provisional governor of Texas, A. J. Hamilton, offered the abandoned blind asylum at the city’s edge to Custer as a headquarters, which the general accepted. Custer set up his camp at Shoal Creek on November 4 at the plantation of former Unionist governor E. M. Pease.

During Custer

The Custers moved into the former asylum on November 9, 1865. Libbie noted the considerable room for all of the staff, including a long salon parlor and dining room for entertaining. The headquarters offices were on the ground floor and the upstairs served as the private residence of the Custers. After being so long outdoors during the move from Alexandria to Austin, however, Libbie wrote that she found the building “suffocating” and was compelled to open the windows at night.

The lawlessness of postwar Texas required troops throughout Custer’s district, yet they were instructed to avoid being seen as invaders. To that end, Austin served as a vacation of sorts for the Custers. He and his immediate circle enjoyed riding, hunting, and even a horse race between the locals and the Custer clan in which the general’s horse lost. They hosted many dances in their temporary home and also allowed their servant Eliza to host a dance to return the hospitality showed her by Austin’s black population.


[image: ]

Tom, George, and Libbie Custer sit directly before the door of the headquarters in Austin, with their servant Eliza leaning against the frame and Custer’s father Emanuel seated on the porch.



Libbie reported that one of the favorite activities of the now twenty-six-year-old Custer was a ride south of town across the Colorado River to the Deaf and Dumb Asylum. “There seemed to be a fascination for him in the children, who were equally charmed with the young soldier that silently watched their pretty, pathetic exhibitions of intelligent speech by gesture,” she wrote. “The children knew him, and welcomed him with lustrous, eloquent eyes, and went untiringly through their little exhibitions, learning to bring him their compositions, examples and maps, for his commendation.” Through this charming interaction between Custer and the deaf children, the general learned sign language that later served him in communicating with the Plains Indians.

While Custer and the officers enjoyed their stay in Austin, it was bleak at times for the enlisted soldiers—cholera swept through the camp during the winter and a number of the men died and were buried in the meadow near Shoal Creek.

When the French threat from Mexico evaporated and with the state of Texas back within the Union, the need for army occupation ended. On January 27, 1866, Custer received orders to muster out his regiments; the orders relieving him and other generals of volunteers came a few days later. Gen. Samuel D. Sturgis was placed in command of the troops in and around Austin as Custer made plans to return east and to postwar civilian life.

Custer, Libbie, and his staff made stops in Hempstead and Brenham, where they picked up a train for the Gulf Coast. The Custers departed Galveston by steamer to New Orleans and were back in George’s hometown of Monroe, Michigan, by March 3.

After Custer

The Asylum for the Blind eventually reoccupied the building. After the asylum was moved to a new home in 1917, a series of tenants expanded the main house and added several more buildings to the surrounding grounds. Among the tenants since the 1920s were the School of Military Aeronautics, the Central Texas State Fair, and the State Lunatic Asylum. The University of Texas used the building until the early 1970s, including as a dormitory.

Neglect took its toll on the house, however, and it was slated for destruction in the mid-1970s. A grassroots effort by the Texas Historical Commission, the Little Bighorn Associates, the Austin Landmark Commission, and the Travis County Historical Commission led to its protection and eventual restoration.

The Site Today

The Custer House, now officially known as the Arno Nowotny Building, is today the administrative offices of the Dolph Briscoe Center of American History, the historical research unit of the University of Texas. The building’s wood trim is painted burnt orange, the school color; no one knows its original color.

Related Attractions

Custer regularly visited his cavalry encampment, located a little more than a mile west of his headquarters. Travel west on today’s East Martin Luther King Boulevard and you’ll arrive at Pease Park, the site of the camp. The cavalry was camped at the park’s north end; the area next to Parkway Street is called “Custer’s Meadow.” The soldiers who died of cholera are no longer buried there, as flooding in 1900 washed up the graves; they were reburied in Austin’s Oakwood Cemetery.


Visiting the Custer Headquarters

1 University Station D1100, Austin, Texas 78712

(512) 495-4684


How to Get There: Located on the eastern edge of the University of Texas campus at the southeast corner of Red River Street and East Martin Luther King Boulevard, west of I-35.

Hours: Monday through Friday, 8 A.M. to 5 P.M.; closed Saturday and Sunday.

Admission: Free. Metered parking surrounds the building; free parking is extremely difficult to find on the UT campus and is limited to spaces on the south side of the LBJ Library (Parking Lot 38).






[image: ]

The restored Texas Blind Asylum is today the Arno Nowotny Building on the University of Texas campus.



Governor Pease’s 1853 plantation mansion, Woodlawn (also known as Pease Mansion), still stands in the adjacent Enfield neighborhood at 6 Niles Road; like the Asylum for the Blind, it too was designed by Abner Cook and Custer visited it during his stay in Austin. It spent many years under state ownership and was once considered for the Texas governor’s mansion, but state officials were not interested in taking on the extensive and costly restoration required. The state sold the home, and it’s now in private hands.


Did Custer Visit the Alamo?

As close as Custer was to San Antonio while in Austin, did he ever visit the famous Alamo? The landmark was then used by the U.S. Army as a depot, and Custer would have had the opportunity to visit during his time in central Texas.

He apparently didn’t, however. A letter to The National Republican in early 1866 accused Custer of public drunkenness and speaking at a rally for ex-Confederates in San Antonio. Custer answered the charge in the March 3, 1866, Army-Navy Journal. “There are several facts and reasons why the imputation is unjust, untrue and inapplicable,” he wrote. “First I have never been nearer San Antonio than I am at the present moment (eighty miles). Second, the charge of drunkenness is wholly unfounded, whether at San Antonio or elsewhere, as I have abstained from the use of spiritous liquors for several years.”

[image: ]

Stereoview of the Alamo. SOUTHERN METHODIST UNIVERSITY, CENTRAL UNIVERSITY LIBRARIES, DEGOLYER LIBRARY



One of the Custers’ favorite spots to ride to in the surrounding countryside was Mount Bonnell, where they regularly picnicked and enjoyed the view of the Colorado River Valley on sunny December days. Mount Bonnell is Austin’s oldest tourist attraction and at 785 feet, the highest point within city limits. Picnickers still come to the hill for the great view of the city and Lake Austin. Be advised: You’ll have a long, hard staircase to face in getting to the top. Address: 3800 Mount Bonnell Drive, Austin, TX 78731. Admission: Free. Phone: (512) 974-6700.

While in Austin, Custer almost certainly made official visits to the Neill-Cochran House, which served as a hospital during Reconstruction. The Greek Revival mansion, built in 1855, has been restored to its original glory under the ownership of the National Society of the Colonial Dames of America in the State of Texas. Address: 2310 San Gabriel Street, Austin, TX 78705. Hours: Tuesday through Saturday, tours from 2 P.M. to 5 P.M. Admission: $5; free to children 15 years old and younger. Phone: (512) 478-2335. Website: www.nchmuseum.org.

If you’d like more on the military history of Texas, take time to visit the nearby Texas Military Forces Museum at Camp Mabry. The museum features an extensive collection of artifacts from the state’s military history, from the Alamo to current deployments in Iraq and Afghanistan. Visitors should enter at the security gate and have photo ID ready. Address: 3100 West 35th Street, Austin, TX 78703. Hours: Wednesday through Sunday, 10 A.M. to 4 P.M.; closed Thanksgiving and December 24–26. Admission: Free. Phone: (512) 782-5659. Website: www.texasmilitaryforcesmuseum.org..
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