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CHAPTER FOUR

The Widowed Moment

MOLLY GARRETT MCINTOSH declined to attend the burial of her husband, First Lieutenant Donald McIntosh, at Fort Leavenworth on August 3, 1877. She left Fort Abraham Lincoln in the Dakota Territory in late July 1876, a broken woman with no idea how she would go on without her beloved.
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First Lieutenant McIntosh, the thirty-seven-year-old commander of the Seventh Cavalry’s Company G, fell with the other officers at the Battle of the Little Bighorn. His remains had been identified by his brother-inlaw, Lieutenant Frank Gibson. Gibson was with the Seventh’s Company H and part of the detail dispatched to the scene to recover and bury the bodies of his fellow soldiers. According to a report from Lieutenant Charles F. Roe, who rode with Gibson on the detail, Donald’s body was found close to the banks of the Little Bighorn River. He had been stripped and scalped, his head “pounded to jelly.” His remains were identified by the special sleeve buttons found near where his body lay. The “gutta-percha” buttons (made of decorative, molded latex) had been a present from Molly, given to him just before he had ridden out with General Custer to Montana. She secretly had had them sewn on his uniform.1

Not long after leaving Fort Abraham Lincoln to return to Baltimore to live with her mother, Molly learned of the condition of her husband’s body. She was desperate to find out what had happened to Donald. She knew he had kept a journal of his activities, a small, dark book he’d always kept tucked in the pocket of his uniform. Molly wanted to know if the journal had been located. She also wanted to know if his wedding ring had been taken by the Indians after the battle. The ring, gold with a small diamond, bore the initials inside of both Donald and Molly, along with the number sixty-six, for 1866, the year the two were married. Neither his journal nor his wedding ring was located. Molly’s sister Katherine, wife of Lieutenant Frank Gibson, thought it was cruel not to let her know the truth and gently explained what Frank had shared with her about Donald’s death. Molly was grateful, but imagining how her husband had suffered drove her to her parents’ home, where she shut herself away.2

Molly’s father, Milton Garrett, had passed away in 1869, and her mother Mary was alone and in poor health. Molly was there to take care of her. Apart from Mary, Molly saw no one. She isolated herself from the world to grieve the loss of her spouse alone.3

Like the other widows, Molly reflected on the last time she had seen her husband. It was the morning of May 17, 1876, and Donald was marching in step around the parade field with the other members of the Seventh Cavalry at Fort Abraham Lincoln. The band that rode behind them was playing “Garryowen.” Donald and the other married officers had bid their wives good-bye a few yards outside the post. Molly and her first lieutenant embraced and promised to write as often as possible. Having lived the life of a cavalry soldier’s wife for ten years, she was no stranger to tearful farewells. According to Katherine, Molly believed living on the edge with her husband in the field was a “hazard of existence that tempted adventurous souls and lured them west.”4

When Molly and Donald had married on October 30, 1866, she was blissfully unaware of the difficulties that lay ahead for an army wife. Her father Milton anticipated she would endure severe hardship and refused to give the union his blessing. He was convinced that “the plains were no fit setting for any man’s daughter.” Her mother didn’t disapprove of Donald but worried the unstable life of a military dependent would be too much strain for Molly.5

Donald had met his future wife in 1865 while serving as the chief clerk for Assistant Quartermaster and Brigadier General Daniel Rucker in Washington, DC. Molly was a well-mannered lady whose parents wanted for her a man of means and position. Donald McIntosh was an educated man from Alberta, Canada. His Scottish father and grandfather had been fur trappers for the Hudson Bay Company. His mother was a descendant of Red Jacket, a member of the Seneca tribe and chief of the Six Nations.6

One of the first army posts to which the newlyweds were ordered to report was Fort Harker, Kansas. The war between the United States and the Native Americans on the Great Plains had prompted military officials to fortify the outpost with soldiers. Those soldiers were to escort wagon train parties across the prairie to points west. The young couple remained at Fort Harker until the spring of 1869. At that time, Donald was appointed a first lieutenant with the Seventh Cavalry and transferred to Fort Larned. It was there the two met George and Elizabeth Custer. By the summer of that same year, the McIntoshes were welcomed members of Custer’s coterie.7

“Tosh,” as he was affectionately called by Custer and the other members of the Seventh Cavalry, experienced his fair share of trouble coming up through the ranks. Molly was beside him every step of the way. In May 1868, he was assigned to serve as an escort to a railroad survey party at the Plum Creek station in Nebraska. The previous month, Native Americans in the area had killed four railroad employees. Donald and the other soldiers he would ride with were to protect members of the Union Pacific Railroad. Shortly after McIntosh arrived at Plum Creek, he became sick with dysentery. He was ordered to return to Fort Harker where Molly spent the next ten months nursing him back to health.8

General Custer proved his fondness for the McIntoshes by helping the pair through another difficult time in 1870. Colonel Samuel D. Sturgis, commander of the Seventh Cavalry, didn’t care for First Lieutenant McIntosh and had petitioned for his dismissal from the army. In the report the colonel submitted to his superior officers in Washington, DC, he noted that McIntosh was “eminently inefficient.” He had shown “extreme indifference to his official duties, giving him the appearance of desiring to render the smallest possible service compatible with absolute security of his commission. If he were an enlisted man, he would pass as a malingerer.”9

When Donald was eventually brought before the Board of Review in Washington, Custer was standing with him, testifying to his good character. The charges against him were ultimately dropped.10

In addition to the McIntoshes joining the Custers and their clan on an outing at Big Creek Camp outside Fort Hays, Kansas, in the summer of 1869, Molly and Donald accompanied the group on a buffalo hunt in the summer of 1870. Molly’s sister Katherine was also a part of the getaway. Katherine had been suffering with a persistent cough, and Molly believed the change in environment and temperature would help stifle the affliction. In her autobiography, Katherine described her sister as “physically strong and fearless.” She described Donald as a man with a “keen sense of humor” who had a “quiet voice and manner.” Katherine also noted he was one of the most beloved officers of the regiment. “He combined the brilliant mind of a student with a marked flair for military science.”11

Katherine admired Molly and Donald’s marriage. They were devoted to one another and embraced every moment they had together. Molly was always eager to celebrate Donald’s accomplishments. Katherine recalled a wine party her sister held in her husband’s honor on August 23, 1870, to commemorate a raise in rank. Fellow Seventh Cavalry soldier Lieutenant William W. Cooke contributed a story about the soiree that appeared in the September 1, 1870, edition of the Leavenworth Weekly Times.12 “The monotony of camp life was broken a little last evening by the uncorking of bottles in acknowledgement of the promotion of Lt. Daniel [sic] McIntosh of the Seventh Cavalry to First Lieutenant,” the article read. “May his well-deserved promotion rest lightly upon him as he joins the grade of that ‘long suffering and well deserving class’ of First Lieutenants.”13

Katherine returned to her family’s home on the East Coast in late summer of 1870 feeling better than she had in months, and without the nagging cough. The time she had spent with her sister and brother-in-law was exciting, and she witnessed how much in love Donald and Molly were every day she was with them. Katherine left their company hoping to visit again and convinced she wanted the same life the McIntoshes had.14

From the Great Plains, Molly and Donald traveled to the Colorado Territory to report to company commanders at Fort Lyons on February 11, 1871. Three months later, the couple was transferred to South Carolina. Various companies were sent to the South to help deal with the civil unrest there. The Ku Klux Klan was committing acts of violence against Black Americans, and order needed to be reestablished from the Carolinas and Georgia to Tennessee and Kentucky.15

Between 1871 and March 1873, Molly and Donald were stationed at five different military posts in the Southeast. In April 1873, the couple was ordered to report to Yankton in the Dakota Territory. Members of the Seventh Cavalry were to meet at the location and move as a unit to Fort Rice. From there, they would serve as a field military escort for the Northern Pacific Railroad survey crew expedition.

Molly and Donald separated at Fort Rice. The post lacked adequate housing for officers’ wives, and the couple thought it was best Molly return to her parents’ home. The pair would remain apart until September 21, 1873, when they met at Fort Abraham Lincoln.16

Life at Fort Abraham Lincoln was idyllic for Molly and Donald. They had an active social life. For Molly, there were sewing bees with Elizabeth Custer, Nettie Smith, and Annie Yates. For Donald, it was hunting trips and cards. Together they enjoyed dinner parties and picnics with Custer and his favorite people.

In the spring of 1874, Molly traveled east to retrieve her sister who couldn’t wait to visit again. Donald was on hand to meet his wife and sister-in-law when they arrived in Bismarck. Katherine described in her diary the touching scene between her sister and brother-in-law when they were reunited. “Suddenly from behind a wooden pillar, stepped the tall, lithe figure of an army officer in uniform, wearing a forage cap which bore the number 7, and a pair of shoulder straps showing the insignia of a First Lieutenant,” Katherine wrote. “‘There’s Donald,’ exclaimed Molly as excitedly as though they had been separated a month. He hurried toward us, and, as I looked into his strong, purposeful face and kindly dark eyes, I suddenly knew that Molly was a very lucky woman.”17
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In early 1875, Molly’s sister married a well-respected lieutenant with the Seventh Cavalry and friend of General Custer and Elizabeth’s, twenty-eight-year-old Frank Gibson. Molly, Elizabeth, Maggie Calhoun, and Annie Yates helped plan the wedding. Several members of the Seventh Cavalry and their wives attended the ceremony. Donald gave away the bride.18

Shortly after the wedding, Molly and Donald traveled to Shreveport, Louisiana, where the first lieutenant was to report for duty. The Shreveport area of northwestern Louisiana was one of the most lawless parts of the country following Secession in the 1870s. Unruly mobs were attacking Black Americans, and the military was there to assist local law enforcement agencies to restore and keep order.19
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By April 1876, the McIntoshes were ordered to return to Fort Abraham Lincoln. Molly was reunited with her sister and her new husband at the post, and for a few weeks all was as it had been. The McIntoshes and the Gibsons joined the Custers and the others in the general’s inner circle of friends for what would be their last get-together.

Katherine confessed in her memoirs the sense of dread and foreboding that overcame her during the days leading up to the Seventh Cavalry marching to Montana. She’d had a premonition of something tragic happening to Donald but did not share her feelings with Molly. “It was all so
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inexplicable, so silly, I told myself angrily,” Katherine wrote in her autobiography, “yet that sinister brooding bit deeper and deeper into my being.”20

Letters Donald wrote Molly from the field gave no indication there was anything out of the ordinary with the expedition upon which the Seventh Cavalry had embarked. Husband and wife believed they would be together again before the summer ended.

Donald’s letter to Molly of May 20, 1876, provides one such example:


My dear Honey,

This is the fourth day from Lincoln and only forty-five miles from there. We have been having very wet weather, and yesterday afternoon it stormed fearfully. The thunder going off like a cannon apparently just over our heads, then came torrents of rain and hail as big as walnuts. My horse, Shakespeare, became nervous stricken, but only for a second, for dismounting and patting him on the neck and speaking to him quietly reassured him until it was over.21

Nearly everybody got wet. Some thoroughly so. My boots were full of water, but this morning I got up feeling no effects.

I don’t know what this expedition is called officially. Some call it the Yellowstone Expedition, when others say its official designation is the Sioux Expedition. It don’t [ sic ] matter much, I suppose, except that letters might miscarry, for there are two other expeditions on against the Sioux. A courier brought this mail from Lincoln to our camp yesterday. If you address [the letters] as I told you in one of my last letters, I don’t think there will be anything miscarried.

I am enjoying the trip, as I generally do after getting started, and the duty in camp is nothing at all outside what I would have to do anywhere in the company. There being no officer of the day business and much to the delight of the second….

All are vowing by the great horn spoon!*… Custer came in with his regiment. Reno on the right wing with 1 company. Benteen on the left wing with same number of companies. I am in Benteen’s wing, so are Godfrey, Weir, Moylan, and French. Strange to say Weir has not drank [ sic ] anything since I came here with the Seventh. He seems very quiet, keeping in his own tent much of the time. There is no sutler along, which I think is a good thing every way.

A courier brought this mail from Lincoln yesterday and in it your letter of the 10th. The same courier delivers in about half an hour and we have just got into camp. I only have time to write you this much. I don’t know whether this will be the last courier or not. I’ll write every chance I get.

… In most respects am in better fix than I have ever been on an expedition. I am well, thoroughly so, and in the course of two or three weeks will be in condition for most any raid on horseback…. I have got my trunk along so that I have everything with me that I can possibly need for cold or hot weather.

Love to everybody in the house… Kisses and all my love.

Your dearest husband,

Donald McIntosh

P.S. Colonel Gibbon who is coming down the Yellowstone with our expedition reported no Indians. My opinion is that we won’t see any either.22




The letter Donald wrote Molly on June 22, 1876, was the last he would write.


I heard late tonight that a mail run would leave today by a noon boat. The wind is and has been blowing so hard that it is difficult to do anything…. Everybody is well. I am well. There is nothing new. No Indians have been seen as yet. The wind is blowing so, and besides that I have so much to attend to I’ll have to stop.23

All our wagons were left behind some days ago, and we have nothing but pack mules to carry our things. I wrote you about a week ago, but the mail in which it went fell overboard somewhere down the river and everything got so wet that the letters had to be redirected and stamped. I also wrote at the same time to H. A. Town, Supt. of the Northern Pacific Railroad, Brainard, D. T., asking him to send you a pass for yourself and a servant.

Nobody knows yet when the expedition will get back. Probably Gen. Terry will be able to decide upon that subject after this scout. I wrote you in my last [letter] that I would come back to look after the business if there was a chance, but that if there was no chance for me, I would not go.

All our things are stored with the company property at Lincoln. Love to everybody.

I am your devoted husband,

Donald McIntosh24



When news reached the fort about the death of Custer’s command at the Little Bighorn, Katherine grieved with her sister over the loss of Donald.25 The letter Katherine received from her husband, written on July 4, 1876, explained in detail all that had happened.


My dear Wife,

We have just been notified that mail will leave at seven o’clock tonight, so I have time to write you all the particulars.26

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.

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 scout had reported the village about fifteen miles off. He then said 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 officers’ 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
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