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Custer and Little Bighorn


Shane Larson



Introduction: The News That Broke the Centennial

On the Fourth of July, 1876, the United States turned one hundred years old, and it threw itself a party worthy of the number. In Philadelphia, the Centennial Exhibition sprawled across Fairmount Park, its halls crowded with the machinery of a confident young industrial power — the great Corliss engine turning, the arm and torch of a half-finished Statue of Liberty on display, telephones and typewriters and all the wonders of the age. Cannons fired salutes in a hundred towns. Orators declared the republic’s second century opened in triumph. The nation was in the mood to admire itself, and it had reasons.

And then, over the next two days, the telegraph wires began to carry a different kind of news out of the West — news so stunning that at first the papers hesitated to print it, and readers refused to believe it. George Armstrong Custer, the most famous soldier of the frontier, the golden-haired boy general of the Civil War, was dead. So was his whole immediate command — five companies of the Seventh United States Cavalry, more than two hundred men, wiped out to the last soldier in a single afternoon on the banks of a river in Montana Territory that few Americans had ever heard of, a river the Lakota called the Greasy Grass and the maps called the Little Bighorn. They had been killed by the very people the Army had marched out to subdue: Lakota, Cheyenne, and Arapaho fighters defending the largest village anyone in that country had seen in living memory.

The timing was almost unbearable. A nation celebrating a century of progress and destiny was handed, in the same week, the worst defeat the U.S. Army would ever suffer in the long wars against the Native peoples of the West. The party curdled into shock and grief and fury. And in that fury, before the bodies on the ridge were even cold, America began to do the thing it has never really stopped doing: it began to make up a story about what had happened.

A Battle Buried in Myth

Almost everything the average person thinks they know about Custer’s Last Stand is wrong, and most of it was wrong on purpose.

Picture the scene as popular memory holds it: Custer, saber or pistol in hand, his long hair bright in the sun, standing tall at the crest of a hill amid a shrinking ring of loyal troopers, selling their lives dearly against a howling sea of attackers, heroic and doomed and noble to the last. It is one of the most reproduced images in American history. It hung, in the form of a lurid Anheuser-Busch lithograph, in ten thousand saloons. It was reenacted in Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show while some of the actual participants were still alive. It was painted, filmed, and printed until it became a fixed feature of the national imagination.

It is also, in almost every particular, a fabrication. Custer did not have long flowing hair at the Little Bighorn; he had cut it short before the campaign. He probably did not carry a saber; the regiment had left its sabers behind. There was, the best evidence now tells us, no organized heroic ring, no defiant last-man-standing tableau. And here is the fact that made the myth possible in the first place, the strange vacuum at the center of the whole story: not one soldier who rode with Custer’s five companies into that valley survived to say what happened. Every man died. For the part of the battle that became the most famous, the Army had no witnesses at all.

Into a silence that complete, anything can be poured. And a great deal was.

The Two Witnesses the Myth Ignored

But the silence was never really total. There were witnesses to Custer’s battle — thousands of them. They were simply the wrong witnesses, in the eyes of the people writing the history. They were the Lakota and Cheyenne warriors who had won the fight, and for a hundred years their testimony was dismissed as unreliable, self-serving, or beneath notice. Recorded across the decades that followed — by army officers, ethnographers, journalists, and interpreters — the Native accounts told a consistent and very different story from the one on the barroom wall: not a gallant stand but a swift, chaotic, one-sided collapse, a fight that the men who won it remembered as shockingly short, choked with dust and gunsmoke, the soldiers losing their order and their nerve and dying as they scattered. For generations, white America did not want to hear it.

There was a second witness, too, one that could not be accused of bias, and it waited patiently in the ground. In 1983, a grass fire swept across the Little Bighorn battlefield and, for the first time in a century, burned away the cover and laid the earth bare. The archaeologists who moved in over the next two years did something no one had ever been able to do: they mapped the battle physically, sweeping the field with metal detectors and plotting the exact position of every artifact — thousands of cartridge cases, bullets, buttons, and bones. Then they applied a forensic technique borrowed from criminal ballistics, matching the firing-pin marks on the cartridge cases to identify individual weapons and track each one’s movement across the field. When they were done, the ground had told its own story of the battle — and it was, in remarkable detail, the same story the Native witnesses had been telling all along. Movement, not a stand. Disintegration, not a ring. The archaeology and the testimony, from opposite directions, pointed at the identical battle. It was not the battle on the lithograph.

What This Book Does

This book reconstructs the Battle of the Little Bighorn from that best evidence — the Native testimony and the archaeology — and sets it inside the full story that gives it meaning. That story is not a simple one, and it does not have simple heroes and villains, but it does have a documented spine, and the spine is this: the campaign of 1876 was the enforcement arm of a broken promise. Eight years earlier, the United States had signed a treaty guaranteeing the sacred Black Hills to the Lakota forever. Then its own soldiers found gold there, its own citizens poured in illegally, and rather than honor the treaty, the government manufactured a war to take the land. Custer rode to the Little Bighorn as the sharp end of that theft. This is not editorializing; it is what the paper trail shows, and a century later the Supreme Court of the United States would agree.

So we will begin with the man — Custer the reckless Civil War celebrity, and the fall from grace that left him hungry to recover his fame. We will take the measure of the peoples he was sent against, as nations and not as scenery, and follow the collision over the Black Hills that lit the fuse. We will walk through the campaign’s fatal assumptions and into the valley itself, and reconstruct, as honestly as the evidence allows, what happened to Reno’s men on the bluffs and to Custer’s on the ridge. Then we will follow the long aftermath: the frantic search for someone to blame, the deliberate construction of the Last Stand myth by a grieving widow and a hungry press and a showman’s arena, the belated vindication of the Native account, the forensic revolution in the grass, and finally the bitter coda at Wounded Knee fourteen years later, where the same regiment closed the book on the northern plains.

A word about method, because this subject demands it. The most valuable sources for the Little Bighorn are the Native accounts and the modern scholarship built on them, and much of that material survives in copyrighted editions. Throughout this book, I paraphrase those sources faithfully in my own voice rather than quoting them, and I try always to acknowledge where the testimony comes from and where its limits lie. I also handle the hardest material — the killing on the ridge, the mutilations found afterward, and above all the massacre at Wounded Knee — with documentary care rather than sensation. These were real people, on both sides, and the record is grim enough without embellishment.

Little Bighorn may be the single most legend-encrusted event in the history of the American West. Stripping away the legend does not diminish it. What remains when the paint is scraped off — a proud and disastrous command decision, a people fighting for their families and their land and winning a stunning victory that would cost them everything, and a myth built afterward to hide the meaning of both — is a truer story, and a more human one, than the ring of heroes on the hill. Let’s go find out what actually happened in that valley.





Part I: The Man and the Making of a War




Chapter 1: The Boy General

In the summer of 1863, at a crossroads three miles east of the town of Gettysburg, a twenty-three-year-old officer who had been a general for less than a week rode to the front of a Michigan cavalry brigade, drew his sword, and shouted for the men to follow him. He was a strange sight even by the standards of a war full of peacocks: a slender young man in a black velvet uniform of his own design, trimmed with gold lace, a broad sailor’s collar, a red cravat at his throat, and a mass of long golden ringlets spilling from beneath his hat. His own men were not sure whether to laugh at him or worship him. Within the hour, leading charge after charge against the veteran cavalry of the Confederacy’s finest horseman, he would give them their answer, and begin building the legend that would carry him, thirteen years later, to a ridge in Montana and into American myth forever.

His name was George Armstrong Custer, and to understand why he died at the Little Bighorn, you have to first understand how he lived — because the same qualities that made him a Civil War hero were the ones that killed him and his command on the Greasy Grass.

Last in His Class

There was very little in Custer’s early record to predict greatness, unless you count a bottomless appetite for trouble. Born in 1839 in Ohio and raised partly in Michigan, the son of a blacksmith, he talked his way into the United States Military Academy at West Point and proceeded to compile one of the most spectacularly mediocre records the institution had ever seen. He graduated in 1861 dead last in his class of thirty-four — the “goat,” in Academy slang — and he did it while accumulating demerits at a rate that should have gotten him expelled several times over. He was charming, reckless, indifferent to rules, popular with his fellow cadets, and apparently incapable of taking anything seriously except his own high spirits. In the ordinary course of things, a young man with that record would have been shuffled off to some quiet garrison and forgotten.

But 1861 was not the ordinary course of things. The Civil War had just begun, the Army was desperate for officers, and a newly commissioned second lieutenant could ride straight from graduation into the largest war the continent had ever seen. Custer reached Washington and was thrown almost immediately into the First Battle of Bull Run. The war that would destroy so many men was about to make him.

The Meteor

What Custer discovered on the battlefields of the East was that he possessed one gift in overwhelming abundance: he was not afraid. Whatever the internal machinery of courage is, Custer had it turned up to a level that unnerved even brave men. He rode toward gunfire the way other men rode toward dinner. He led from the very front, always, sword out, hat off or waving, making himself the most conspicuous target on the field and somehow, again and again, not dying. He had horses shot out from under him — many of them over the course of the war — and walked away. His men began to speak of “Custer’s Luck,” as though the young man were under some personal protection, and Custer, who had a showman’s instinct from the beginning, was happy to encourage the idea.

He rose like a rocket. He served as a staff officer, distinguished himself as a daring cavalry leader, caught the eye of powerful generals, and then, in June of 1863, in one of the most astonishing promotions of the war, he was jumped from captain to brigadier general of volunteers at the age of twenty-three — one of the youngest generals in the history of the U.S. Army. He was given a brigade of Michigan cavalry, men who took one look at their absurdly young, absurdly dressed new commander and reserved judgment. He won them over the only way he knew how: by leading them into the hottest fighting he could find and sharing every risk he asked of them.

At Gettysburg, days after pinning on his star, he did exactly that. On the fields east of the town, Confederate cavalry under Jeb Stuart tried to swing around the Union rear at the climax of the three-day battle. Custer’s brigade met them head-on, and Custer led the counter-charges in person, crying out for his Wolverines to follow him and plunging into the melee. The Confederate thrust was blunted and thrown back. It was a genuine feat of arms, and it was witnessed and reported, and the golden-haired boy general became a name in Northern newspapers hungry for heroes.

The rest of the war only burnished the image. He fought through the great cavalry battles of the Eastern theater, rose to command a division, played a conspicuous role in Philip Sheridan’s devastating Shenandoah Valley campaign, and was in at the very end at Appomattox in April 1865 — where, by one of history’s neat touches, the flag of truce came through his lines, and the little table on which the surrender terms were signed was later given to his wife as a gift for the general Sheridan credited with helping force the result. Custer ended the Civil War as a brevet major general, twenty-five years old, one of the most celebrated soldiers in the country, his face known, his name a byword for dash. It was the summit of his life, though he did not know it. Nothing afterward would ever match it, and the hunger to feel that way again would shape every year he had left.

The Custer Style

It is worth pausing on what kind of soldier Custer actually was, because the popular memory flattens him into either a hero or a fool, and he was neither — or rather, he was both, in ways that matter enormously for what happened in 1876.

He was, without question, personally brave to a degree that bordered on the pathological. He was also, at his best, a genuinely gifted battlefield leader — decisive, aggressive, able to read a fight and throw his weight at the right moment, blessed with the kind of physical courage that can rally wavering men. His Civil War record was not luck alone; he won real victories and earned real promotions in a hard school.

But the same style had a dark underside that his admirers preferred not to see. Custer’s aggression shaded easily into recklessness. He worshiped the offensive and distrusted caution. He believed, at some level, in his own luck as a kind of destiny, and a man who believes the bullet has not been made for him is a man who will take chances that get other people killed. His casualty rates were high, and his men noticed; the same troopers who would follow him anywhere also knew that following Custer was a good way to die. He was vain, hungry for attention, quick to quarrel, and utterly convinced of his own judgment. In the Civil War, embedded in a large army, with superiors to check him and a target-rich environment that rewarded boldness, these flaws were mostly hidden by his successes. On the open plains, in independent command, against an enemy he did not respect enough, they would not stay hidden.

The Men Who Followed Him

To understand Custer’s command, you have to understand the peculiar bargain he struck with the men under him, because that bargain would be tested to destruction on the Little Bighorn. Custer led from the front and shared every danger, and soldiers respect that; there was never any question of his personal courage, and men will forgive a great deal in a leader who does not ask them to go anywhere he will not go first. But Custer also spent his men freely. His brigade and later his division took heavy casualties in the Civil War, higher than most, because his answer to almost every tactical problem was to charge, and charging is expensive. The troopers who idolized him also knew, in the private arithmetic that soldiers always keep, that riding with Custer meant a better-than-average chance of not riding home.

This produced a divided kind of loyalty that would haunt the Seventh Cavalry. Some officers and men were devoted to him with an almost cultish intensity — the inner circle, the “Custer clan,” which by the 1870s literally included his own family. Others distrusted or despised him, believing him vain, self-serving, and careless with other men’s lives. The regiment that rode to Montana in 1876 was not a band of brothers united behind a beloved chief. It was a fractured organization, split into pro-Custer and anti-Custer factions whose mutual resentments ran back years, to the Washita and beyond. When the crisis came on the bluffs above the Little Bighorn and everything depended on officers trusting one another and moving to the sound of the guns, those old divisions would matter. A regiment is not only a collection of weapons and horses; it is a web of human relationships, and the web inside the Seventh Cavalry had some poisoned strands.

There was also the matter of how Custer saw his soldiers, which was, at bottom, as instruments of his own story. He genuinely cared for the men in the sentimental way of the era, but the driving purpose of Custer’s career was always Custer — his fame, his vindication, his return to the summit of 1863. Men who serve a leader’s ambition can win great victories under him, and Custer’s men did. But they are also expendable to that ambition in a way they may not fully realize until the moment it is too late. The troopers who followed Custer into the valley of the Greasy Grass were following a man who needed a victory more than he needed to be careful with their lives. Most of them would not survive the lesson.

Libbie

There is one more piece of the young Custer that has to be introduced here, because she would outlive him by fifty-seven years and do more than anyone alive to build the legend this book exists to take apart. In 1864, Custer married Elizabeth Bacon — Libbie — the daughter of a prominent judge in Monroe, Michigan, a witty, intelligent, socially ambitious woman who had at first been kept from the dashing soldier by a father unimpressed with a blacksmith’s son. The judge came around when the blacksmith’s son became a general.

The marriage was, by every account, a genuine and passionate love match, and it was also a partnership of ambition. Libbie followed Custer to the field and to the frontier, endured the hardships of army posts, managed his social standing, and shared completely in the project of Custer’s fame. She understood the value of the image as well as he did — perhaps better. They built the golden-haired hero together, in life, as a joint enterprise. And when he died on the ridge, Libbie would spend the next half-century defending and expanding that image with a single-minded devotion that amounted to the most successful public-relations campaign in American history. But that is a later chapter. In 1865, they were simply the young general and his bride, at the top of the world, with the whole country applauding.

The Worst Thing That Ever Happened to Him

And then the war ended, and the applause stopped, and George Armstrong Custer’s real tragedy began.

For a man built the way Custer was built — for a man whose entire sense of himself ran on glory, attention, danger, and the adrenaline of the charge — peace was a kind of death. The enormous volunteer army melted away within months. Custer reverted from major general to his permanent rank, a comedown that stung. The nation that had cheered him turned its attention to reconstruction, to railroads, to getting rich. There were no more grand charges, no more headlines, no more crowds. The meteor had reached the top of its arc, and now it began, slowly and painfully, to fall.

Custer would spend the eleven years between Appomattox and the Little Bighorn chasing the feeling of 1863 — the fame, the daring, the sense of destiny — down an increasingly narrow road. That road led onto the Great Plains, into a new kind of war against a new kind of enemy, and it led through disgrace, court-martial, and a desperate hunger to matter again. To follow it, we have to leave the velvet uniform and the golden ringlets of the boy general behind, and meet the harder, more troubled man who rode west. Because it was that man — fading, ambitious, and reckless in a way the plains would not forgive — who led five companies into the valley of the Greasy Grass.




Chapter 2: The Plains and the Fall from Grace

In the autumn of 1867, at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, a court-martial convened to try one of the most famous soldiers in the United States Army. The charges were not glamorous. The accused had left his command without authorization to visit his wife. He had commandeered government horses and pushed them to death on the ride. He had, along the way, ordered deserters shot down without trial and then denied them medical care. The court found him guilty and sentenced him to one year’s suspension from rank and pay. The soldier was George Armstrong Custer, two years removed from the glory of Appomattox, and the verdict was a public humiliation for the golden boy of the cavalry.

It would not be the last humiliation, nor the worst. The eleven years between the end of the Civil War and the Little Bighorn were, for Custer, a long and erratic struggle to recover a greatness that kept slipping through his fingers — and the pattern of that struggle, the recklessness and the hunger and the willingness to gamble other men’s lives on a bold stroke, is written all over the disaster that ended it.

A New Army, a New War

The Army that Custer rejoined after the war was a shrunken, unglamorous institution with a single great task on the frontier: to clear the way for American expansion across the Great Plains. The transcontinental railroad was pushing west. Settlers, miners, and cattlemen were pouring into lands that treaties had reserved for Native nations. And the Plains peoples — Lakota, Cheyenne, Arapaho, Comanche, Kiowa, and others — were not going quietly. The result was a grinding, brutal, decades-long series of conflicts that historians lump together as the Indian Wars, fought across an enormous theater by a tiny, scattered, poorly supported army against some of the finest light cavalry in the world.

It was a miserable kind of soldiering, and it suited almost no one. The glory was minimal, the conditions were wretched, the enemy was elusive, and the moral clarity of the Civil War was entirely absent. Custer was posted to the newly formed Seventh Cavalry in Kansas in 1866 as its lieutenant colonel — the regiment’s actual field commander for most of its history, since its colonel was usually detached on other duty. He arrived on the plains a celebrity in search of a stage, and found instead heat, dust, boredom, desertion, and a war that offered few of the set-piece charges he craved.

His first real campaign, in 1867, was a fiasco — a long, exhausting, largely fruitless chase after Cheyenne and Lakota bands who refused to stand and fight. It frayed his nerves and his judgment, and it ended in the court-martial that opened this chapter: the unauthorized ride to see Libbie, the killed horses, the shot deserters. Custer had discovered that the plains did not reward his style the way Virginia had. An enemy that would not mass and charge could not be beaten by massing and charging. He had not yet learned the lesson, and in a sense he never would.

The Washita

Custer’s suspension was cut short. General Philip Sheridan, his old Civil War patron, wanted his aggressive young cavalryman back for a winter campaign, and in the autumn of 1868 Custer returned to the Seventh with something to prove. What he did with that second chance would define his frontier reputation, and it is worth looking at honestly, because it tells us a great deal about the man who would ride to the Little Bighorn.

Sheridan’s strategy was to strike the Plains bands in winter, when their horses were weak and their villages were fixed and vulnerable — a hard war aimed at the villages themselves. On a freezing dawn in late November 1868, Custer led the Seventh Cavalry in a surprise attack on a Cheyenne village on the Washita River, in present-day Oklahoma. The village belonged to Black Kettle, a chief who had spent years seeking peace and who had already survived one massacre of his people, at Sand Creek in 1864. He would not survive this one; Black Kettle and his wife were shot down trying to flee across the river in the opening minutes.

In the Army’s reports, the Washita was a great victory — a bold winter strike that destroyed a hostile village and restored Custer’s standing. The documented record is darker and more complicated. It was a dawn assault on a sleeping camp; among the roughly one hundred Cheyenne killed were many women and children; Custer’s men
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