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				PREFACE

				Much has changed in the world since that day in June 1876 when George Armstrong Custer and five companies of his Seventh Cavalry perished under a broiling Montana sun. Many conflicts, great and small, have occurred over the last 137 years, filling the history books with the names of winners and losers from around the globe. Yet for many Americans, the Battle of Little Bighorn has continued to hold a unique place within our national psyche despite this passage of time. One can study bloodier battles, engaging larger armies and lasting far longer than that which occurred between the US military and the Native Americans on that day. Yet this battle is unique for a number of reasons, all of which would continue to produce changes for both cultures long after the smoke of battle had drifted away from the field. 

				First, the Indians were under no illusions concerning the final outcome in that summer of 1876, yet they were like anyone else who cherishes freedom and has no desire to go gently into that good night. And so, when Custer came looking for battle, they did not disappoint him. While the defeat of Custer must be considered their greatest victory against the whites, it would be bittersweet, for it would signal quite clearly the beginning of the end of their way of life. After Little Bighorn, a new, determined sense of wrath was kindled among those who sought to end what they considered to be a problem long overdue to be solved. It would be a pivotal battle, destined to radically change both cultures. 

				In one fell swoop the Sioux and Cheyenne warriors shattered the myth of Custer as the unconquerable warrior. The death of George Armstrong Custer ended the life of one of the most flamboyant, brave, careless, and fascinating characters to ever wear a US military uniform. His dramatic rise during the Civil War to the brevet (or temporary) rank of brigadier general at the tender age of twenty-three, and his uncanny ability to stay alive regardless of how recklessly he flung himself at the enemy, gave rise to his image as an almost mythical figure. Even President Lincoln had heard about this dashing young warrior whose name had become a household word. General Sheridan was so pleased with him that after General Grant and General Lee had signed the formal papers of surrender at Appomattox, Sheridan purchased the table upon which the documents had been signed and gave it to Custer as a gift for his wife. Forever after, Custer would be seen as the darling of the nation. More than anything else, he would be remembered by his generation as the boy general who went from victory to victory, whose life was filled with such good fortune that the term “Custer’s Luck” was used to refer to an unusually fortuitous event. 

				Yet if Custer could rise today from his tomb at West Point, he would be horrified to know that his fame, just a little over a century later, would spring from this very quick battle that resulted not only in his death, but in one of the worst military defeats in US history. Not a great legacy, to be sure, but history never promised it would be kind in remembering us, only to remember. 

				But what really happened at Little Bighorn, and what thoughts were spilling from the mind of Custer on that fateful day? For Custer, the idea that his beloved Seventh Cavalry would ever be defeated by an untrained, undisciplined, and unorganized group of Plains Indians had never entered his mind. Such arrogant heads had been raised in the US military before, only to be lopped off by untrained, undisciplined, and unorganized (but very determined) warriors. 

				When, on June 25, 1876, the scout Bloody Knife told Custer that there were more Sioux awaiting them than they had bullets, he merely responded, “Well, I guess we’ll get through them in one day.” This expectation would evaporate before Custer’s eyes in little more time than it takes one to consume a meal, according to one Indian participant. 

				Custer’s miscalculation of the unstoppable power of his regiment would not be the only miscalculation of the campaign. Indeed, it would prove to be one of many. His refusal to heed the advice of his scouts as to the size of the village they were attacking (Custer didn’t want negotiations, only a decisive battle) would also contribute to their undoing. His belief that the Indians would flee at the first sign of trouble also proved false, but by the time Custer realized his mistake, his fate was irretrievably sealed. Tragically, his decision to split the regiment guaranteed disaster. Once the command was separated, Custer and his five companies were quickly drawn into the vortex from which there would be no escape. 

				In light of this, I believe it is fair to say that Custer died not so much from Sioux and Cheyenne bullets as from wrong thinking. As was always the case when he led men into battle, Custer was going to do things his way. What is so ironic is that the Indians had had an ally in Custer, and soon many lives would be sacrificed on the altar of his ignorance. That the command would escape complete annihilation, given the perilous position in which Custer had placed them, is all the more surprising. 

				To understand Custer the Indian fighter, one must understand the Custer who came charging out of the smoke and fire of the Civil War. By gazing into his years as a youth and watching how the young warrior would develop, it is easy to identify certain character traits that would actually help the Little Bighorn disaster unfold. 

				Finally, it is my intention in this book to focus on Custer’s personality and how he chose to conduct warfare. Keys to the well-known personality traits of Custer the man can be found in Custer the boy, how he evolved within the family setting and responded to the central authority figures in his life. The resounding military defeat of George Armstrong Custer along the Little Bighorn River on an extremely hot day in late June 1876, was in fact a culmination of mitigating factors, all of which aligned themselves to create for Custer’s enemy the perfect storm of conflict, and one in which the Plains Indians took great pleasure. One of the greatest factors prevailing on that day, and during the weeks prior to the battle, was Custer’s inability to grasp the reality of what was waiting for him. 

				As we shall see, even the overall sense of doom that pervaded much of the command just before beginning their march did not move him or cause him to ponder their fate. And the dire warnings of his trusted scouts as to the dangers and likely destruction they faced once they attacked the Sioux and Cheyenne were also ignored. At this time, Custer the famed and unconquerable warrior became Custer the pied piper, leading his troops to an early grave. 

				Even so, the failing of one campaign, no matter how blatant, cannot erase the courage Custer displayed or the accomplishments he achieved during the Civil War. Like all of humanity, Custer was a complex individual and sometimes given to extremes. After years of research, I often find myself drifting somewhere between respect and disgust for the man, and perhaps, in light of the evidence, this is the way it ought to be. 

				—KEVIN M. SULLIVAN

				LOUISVILLE, KENTUCKY

			

		

	
		
			
				
				CHAPTER 1

				Birth of an Icon

				George Armstrong Custer made his entrance into the world on December 5, 1839, in the small hamlet of New Rumley, Ohio. That he was a strong baby is without doubt, and given the mortality rate of the day, this would serve him well in a world where long-term survival was often difficult to achieve. Yet, as we shall see, despite this knowledge of the precariousness of life, Custer never seemed concerned about his own mortality. He would learn to face death time and time again as a young warrior. From his humble beginnings in this small Ohio village to his meteoric rise as a military icon during the Civil War, to his catastrophic and shocking demise at the hands of Plains Indians, there is a uniqueness of being that sets him apart. Admired or despised, there is no denying that George Custer began taking on a mythical status while he was alive, and given the strange and unusual way in which he and his command were destroyed, that mythology has both changed and intensified over the years. His very death has been seared into the American consciousness in a way even this boy general would never have imagined. 

				Indeed, his was a life that almost wasn’t. The marriage of young Custer’s parents, Emanuel Henry Custer and Maria Ward Kirkpatrick, became a reality only because of the untimely deaths of their first spouses. Having married Matilda Viers on August 7, 1828, Emanuel Custer was a father of three when his wife died just three weeks shy of their seventh anniversary, leaving the young widower with a broken heart and heavy responsibility.1 Within seven months, however, Emanuel would find another chance at happiness in the person of Maria Ward Kirkpatrick, and on February 23, 1836, the couple was married.2 

				Both newlyweds brought children into the union: Emanuel, three (one would die prior to George’s birth) and Maria, two. And of course, it wasn’t long before the couple began expanding the family, though their first two children (both sons) would not survive infancy. George Armstrong, however, as if battling the odds, would break this mortal streak, and the successive children to come along would all be robust except one. Indeed, the depressing and untimely deaths of loved ones stopped altogether with the birth of George, and it wouldn’t be until the horrific events along the Little Bighorn River, far into the future, that the family would collectively suffer its greatest loss. Nevertheless, in July of 1842, Nevin would be born, and while he was definitely sickly when compared to his siblings (both current and yet to be), he would still manage to outlive them all.3 Thomas Ward, who in many ways would become his brother’s right-hand man and closest confidant, entered the world in 1845, followed by Boston in 1848. Their last child, Margaret (the only daughter born to the couple), took her first breath in 1852. 

				That they were a large and happy family is without question. Like his father, Emanuel was a blacksmith by trade. He also loved and talked politics constantly, sang in the church, served four terms as justice of the peace, and was a proud member of the Ohio militia. And it would be here, watching his father drill, rifle to shoulder with other men, that young Autie (a nickname George acquired in childhood—his early attempt to pronounce his middle name of “Armstrong”) would get his first real taste of military life. Seeing their father marching in step excited Autie and Thomas; they sensed the unmistakable cohesion of a military unit, and it made a deep impression on the young boys. 

				But Emanuel was not all seriousness; in fact, he was quite the prankster at home. He greatly enjoyed devising practical jokes along with his boys—jokes that were sometimes elaborately played out, even in public. One such episode involved sons Tom and Autie “stealing” Emanuel’s wallet while they were traveling together by boat. One evening during the trip, Tom kept insisting that his father go to bed. As the elder Custer detailed it in a letter written years later: “Tommy and I had a stateroom together, and one night in particular, all the folks had gone to bed in the cabin, and Tom was hurrying me to go to bed. I was not sleepy, and did not want to turn in. . . .” Eventually Emanuel did go to bed, and after taking the bottom bunk, Tom slyly observed his father placing his vest and wallet under his pillow. As the elder Custer sat down, Tom grabbed the vest and wallet, and while Emanuel was removing his boots, he threw them over the transom where Autie was waiting. Emanuel, seeing something flying over his head, turned around and pulled back the pillow. One look and the old man knew immediately what had happened. At this same moment, Tom began to feign snoring. Emanuel awakened him to tell him what happened, correctly believing that Autie was responsible for the prank. Rushing out, Emanuel began pounding on the door he believed belonged to Autie. Indeed, the pounding was so loud that doors around him began swinging open, but Autie never appeared. Before Emanuel had a chance to storm off, he heard the scream of a young female, and a pitcher of water was poured over the transom and onto his head. Now soaked, Emanuel returned to his room and gave hell to the only son he could locate, but Tom denied everything. 

				Early the next morning Autie located his father, and with his best deadpan expression, began asking him about the “fracas” the night before, scolding him for troubling the woman. Autie then told his father he’d knocked on the wrong door, frightened the young woman, and that she had had little choice but to defend herself by attacking him with the water. Emanuel had picked the right door, however, and it was Autie who had tossed the pitcher of water and orchestrated the screaming of the female. Later, the old man got his revenge by complaining to a crowd of roughneck boatmen that Autie and Tom were pickpockets, refusing to admit the truth until it appeared some harm might come to his sons.4 

				One might be inclined to believe that such antics were the exception rather than the rule for family life with the Custers, but this was not the case. Anyone in New Rumley who had any dealings with the Custer clan was well aware of this pattern of behavior and knew the type of wild shenanigans the family was constantly involved in. 

				This ongoing and good-natured struggle between them—where one trick invited another, perhaps more spectacular one—lasted well into the adulthood of the Custer boys.5 One such incident took place shortly after the end of the Civil War, when Custer was serving in Texas. Emanuel, having joined Autie and Tom as a foraging agent with the army, must have known he was going to be the butt of jokes. Even so, the brothers were constantly catching him off guard, and Autie put more than a little effort into his quest to fool his father. According to a letter Emanuel penned to his daughter-in-law, Libbie (Autie would marry Libbie Bacon in 1864), Autie was always verbally sparring with his father over politics, taking the latest position of the Republican Party (Emanuel was a Democrat), just to get under his skin. Libbie said her husband was often so convincing during these discussions that even she had a hard time believing it was all a ruse. So one evening, just as the elder Custer was sitting down to a hot plate of steaming meat and vegetables, Autie burst into the room espousing the latest Republican issue and why he agreed with it, causing Emanuel to jump up from the table and take up the fight to counter the ramblings of his wayward son. Soon he’d forgotten all about his dinner, and while he wasn’t looking, Tom crept into the room and ate his food for him.6 

				What is of keen interest here is that by the time these pranks were occurring, both Autie and Tom were battle-hardened soldiers. As such, one might be inclined to question why such overly juvenile activities were still so common within their family. On the one hand, growing up in such an environment no doubt aided young Autie and the other boys in maintaining a youthful outlook on life, which has obvious positive aspects, as they were a very happy and contented lot. Tipping the scale in the other direction, however, is that unmistakable thread of distraction that ran through George Custer—a certain willful disobedience, or even outright rebellion, which kept prompting him to sometimes skirt the rules, both on and off the battlefield. This cavalier attitude toward decision-making, clearly evident in his actions just prior to and during the Little Bighorn campaign, had its genesis in Custer’s childhood and was further developed as he grew into adulthood. Custer was not accustomed to, nor did he place a high premium upon, doing things exactly by the book. This is not to say the boy general wasn’t obedient to the commanders he served, because he was. But that desire to break free, to do things his way, was always just under the surface. Acting with a rash impunity during combat operations became commonplace with Custer, and it always drew the positive attention of his commanding officers and ensured that Custer would rise quickly in the ranks. 

				And because he was so exceedingly fortunate to have survived the perils of years of bloodshed, this mind-set (which received an inward stamp of approval because of his survival) only intensified once he sheathed his sword at the close of the Civil War. Viewing this in hindsight, it is easy to make a connection between the lack of parental discipline in his formative years and why he made such egregious mistakes in the last weeks of his life. As one writer has so astutely noted concerning Emanuel Custer and his ability to discipline his family: “His relationship to his sons seems to have been more that of an elder brother than of a traditional father. . . . Emanuel was anything but a disciplinarian. . . .”7 Looking at young Custer’s life through this particular lens will provide clues to the far-off disaster that made him immortal. 

				Without question, Maria was the more reserved of the two parents, and it appears that she provided whatever stability and order was found within the home. Somewhat sickly and frail, she was never a part of the horseplay that served as a bond between father and sons. Still, in many ways, she was the centerpiece of this loving, active, and very rambunctious family. And while Custer loved both parents deeply, it is without doubt that he revered and idolized his mother. Even after his marriage, Autie could be brought to tears upon hearing that his mother was distressed in any way.8 

				Another great influence on Custer was his half sister, Lydia Ann Kirkpatrick, who would become like a second mother to her energetic and high-spirited sibling. Custer never differentiated between half or full; to him they were all family. Lydia, some fourteen years older than Custer, had helped her mother raise their very large family and was especially close to her younger brother. And like Maria, she, too, wanted to provide a stable environment for Autie and would do her best to teach him what was important in life. The family would take advantage of this maternal instinct when, at the age of fourteen, Autie was relieved of his farm duties and sent to live with Lydia and her husband, David Reed, in Monroe, Michigan. They hoped to channel some of his boundless energy into a degree of academic success, which had eluded him to this point, more from a lack of application than any paucity of talent. Here he would enroll in Alfred Stebbins Young Men’s Academy, where he would receive the best schooling Monroe, a town of some 3,500 people, had to offer. 

				This pattern of academic resistance—or rather, a refusal to apply oneself to the scholastic regimen required to consistently receive high marks—was still plaguing young Custer as he arrived at Stebbins. It’s not that George wasn’t eager to learn; he just wanted a curriculum of his own choosing. He had a habit of procuring from the school’s library the latest books about famous military leaders or long-ago battles waged on the European continent and reading them in class. This task was always accomplished by hiding his current literary choice behind his much larger textbook. Indeed, he did this with such regularity that the entire class became aware of it, yet his teacher, who would often stroll up and down the aisles, never suspected a thing. George also shied away from doing homework and became adept at quickly memorizing the day’s lesson before he was called upon to speak.9 Here again, Mr. Stebbins never suspected young Custer of cutting such corners in his pursuit of an education. Overall, life at Stebbins was pleasant for George, and he would remain at the school until its closure two years later.

				By the age of sixteen, Custer was back with the family on their farm on the outskirts of New Rumley. He had also by this time managed to acquire a certificate to actually teach others, and this he did first at Beach Point School in Athens, Ohio. Apparently, Custer started to mature mentally and emotionally at this time, as he began to apply himself in the area of preparing his students. The importance of a good education had started to take root within the young man, and Custer, the formerly mediocre student, was determined to become an exceptional teacher. Even so, academic mediocrity for Custer the student would continue to plague him later during his years at West Point. 

				Custer enrolled the following year at the McNeely Normal School in Hopedale, Ohio, to further his education. It would be around this time that Custer considered applying to the United States Military Academy at West Point. From all available evidence, his sole goal seemed to be that of furthering his education, for although Custer enjoyed reading about the military adventures of the soldiers of the day and was fascinated by the Ohio Militia his father was a part of, there is little to show that he had finalized his decision to pursue a military career. It was 1856, and seventeen-year-old George Armstrong Custer was about to take the largest step thus far to ensure his future as a warrior. 

				As his time at McNeely was coming to an end, Custer secured a teaching position at District Number Five, in Cadiz, Ohio, where he took a room with Alexander Holland and his family. But the living arrangements would prove to be anything but routine, as Custer and Holland’s teenage daughter, Mollie, apparently fell madly in love. No one knows for sure if sex was a part of the relationship, although it seems likely that it was. It is a fact that when Alexander Holland learned that the two had been visiting on a “trundle bed,” the schoolteacher was asked to leave.10 Custer’s banishment from his sweetheart (seemingly the first such emotional bonding for him, as well as for the girl) did not stop the two from corresponding, and Custer went so far as to invite the possibility of marriage while declaring his unbridled and everlasting love. Even so, this relationship would soon die on the vine as Custer went on with his life, and Mr. Holland’s daughter did the same. For Custer, that meant chasing a much more elusive and harder-won prey: an appointment to West Point. 

				Just getting into West Point was no easy task. One had to be appointed by a state’s congressman or senator, and once acceptance to the academy had become a reality, one had to overcome the very stringent and difficult entrance exam. But the exam was not even in the equation at this time for Custer. His greatest obstacle was just getting his foot in the door. The most obvious problem was that he was a Democrat in a largely Republican state. He was also the son of a well-known and rather caustic anti-Republican (rabid anti-Republican would be a more appropriate description), asking for help from Republican congressman John Bingham. But Custer, never one to run at the first sign of trouble, began contacting Bingham, making his case first by letter and then by personal contact. 

				Of course, one must assume that the still-teenage Custer did an admirable job presenting himself to such a distinguished figure, yet there may have been other aspects at play of which Custer was unaware. First, Bingham had already appointed one person to the Academy (only one person per congressional district could be appointed yearly, but because they were political appointments, there were sometimes ways around this limit), and was in contact with another young man who wanted the appointment. However, Bingham was also friends with Alexander Holland, and it is not outside the realm of possibility that Alexander, still reeling from whatever relationship Custer was having with his beloved daughter, very much wanted to see him far enough away so that their infatuation with one another would die a natural death. If arriving at this goal meant asking a favor of a friend, it’s likely he did so. 

				Whatever happened, George Custer, as if riding on the backs of the stars as they raced into perfect alignment, received his wish to be part of a proud military tradition, and he was appointed to West Point. It was the first in a long series of fortuitous events that would occur in Custer’s life—events the public was always quick to point to as an example of “Custer’s Luck,” and who could deny it? 

				Custer would enter the United States Military Academy at West Point little changed from the mischievous boy who had become so well known in the small hamlet of New Rumley and the little town of Monroe. Yet he was there, and while it remained to be seen what he would become or how long the young cadet could survive, he was at least at a profound crossroads, and he knew it. This was a defining moment for him; without it, his future would have been in question. Though he possessed the true heart of a warrior, Custer needed the Academy so that he would be “in place” once hostilities commenced. He was young, energetic, and almost completely without fear of any kind, and his country was going to need such men in the very dark and difficult years ahead. 

				Although unable to truly grasp the significance of the moment, Custer was ready to discard any semblance of civilian life in exchange for the life of a soldier. While he had given careful consideration to a career in education, his transition to a precarious life committed to armed conflict was assured the moment he put on the uniform of a military cadet. Though he had yet to realize his destiny, he was the type of person who was far happier making history than reading about it. Nor would he have been satisfied in the types of careers that most people find fulfilling and promise more than comfortable living. For young Custer, the road ahead would be paved with danger and physical deprivation. It would include the things he loved the most—a life on horseback and being outdoors in all types of weather, and the supreme adventure of surprising people at the moment they least expected it (a necessary element of a good prank, and later, of successful warfare). George Armstrong Custer was now in his true element. Everything prior to this moment had been merely obligatory preparation for the unusual life he was to lead. Each footstep he took was placing him that much closer to a destiny that would far exceed anything he could have imagined. He was a military icon in the making, and there was no stopping him. 

				[image: ][image: ]

				Custer arrived at West Point in June of 1857. Like other schools and colleges, classes would not begin until late August, but entrance into West Point meant the obligatory summer encampment on the school’s grounds. Housed in large, white military tents, the plebes would learn to quickly adapt to the full-time regimen of marching, drilling, and, above all else, relinquishing the identity of self for the oneness and cohesion of a military unit. These would be stringent years for Custer, and that summer encampment was just a foretaste of what was to come. It was the beginning of a molding that would last a lifetime. Even so, the boyishness of the young warrior would continue throughout his time here, and he would never garner the reputation of some of the previous attendees of the famed military academy. 

				West Point, situated some fifty miles north of New York City, sits atop high ground overlooking the Hudson River. Although the academy was founded in 1802, it had been an important garrison of the Continental Army since January of 1778. At that time, the British, having taken New York City two years earlier, were a constant and very real threat should they have decided to push northward. Both the Americans and the British understood the importance of the Hudson River as a tool in this war. Therefore, guarding the valuable S-turn in the river was of the utmost importance, as it was the best location from which to fire upon any flotilla of British gunboats or troopships trying to make their way north. Indeed, it was the most valuable piece of military real estate in the region, and the Continental Army made good use of it, planting stone-walled forts to welcome the red-coated soldiers of King George and stringing a massive, heavy iron chain from one side of the river to the other. 

				Sylvanus Thayer, known today as “the father of West Point,” was a central figure in developing the academy as an institution of higher learning. Having been appointed superintendent by President James Monroe in 1817 (he would resign his position in 1833 after a falling-out with President Andrew Jackson), Thayer left his mark on West Point like no other. A scholar and a respected military man, Thayer was a veteran of the War of 1812, and was responsible for the implementation of a curriculum at West Point where mathematics and engineering played a leading role. Indeed, his academic footprint is still evident at the academy today.

				Needless to say, by 1857 Custer was ensconced within an institution that offered the very best academic and military training in the country. The extensive military training at West Point (the very reason for its existence) was a joy to Custer, and held the greatest appeal for him. The classroom aspect of life at the Point, however, was a different story, and Custer would barely be able to keep his head above water academically, regardless of the subject matter. That he was a mediocre student while at the academy was well known throughout the ranks, but it never seemed to trouble young Custer—or anyone else, for that matter. Surprisingly, he even managed to do poorly in the study of cavalry tactics, a subject in which one would automatically assume he would have done well. Yet even here, if the knowledge was to be gained from a book or from the mouth of a professor, Custer’s inner drive to excel in areas of military learning was not present. All of this held little significance for him when compared to the actual hands-on preparation for the battlefield. Thus, Custer’s years at West Point would be marked by an exceedingly poor academic showing. It was simply of no importance to him to rise to the level where his scholastic achievements would stand above those of his peers. And so, as this very unique individual and soldier approached graduation that spring of 1861, he was about to capture the inglorious distinction of graduating thirty-fourth in a class of thirty-four. 

				Not surprisingly, the boyish antics of Custer’s youth would be with him throughout his years at the academy, and his cavalier attitude ensured that he racked up demerits on a regular basis. It would be these disciplinary marks that would, at different times, bring him very close to expulsion. It mattered little to his superiors that demerits were levied against cadets for even the most minor offenses, such as tardiness, a slightly wrinkled uniform, throwing snowballs, playing cards, or even a messy room. Any infraction of the myriad West Point rules produced an immediate backlash against the wayward cadet. As such, a total of more than one hundred demerits in any one semester meant automatic dismissal. And on two occasions, Custer came very close to packing his bags, racking up a whopping ninety-four and ninety-eight demerits, respectively. There is little evidence that Custer was overly troubled by this (except when he was nearly expelled), and his good-natured rebelliousness at the Point served him well with his admiring peers. 

				Even so, one particular incident just prior to graduation illustrates perfectly Custer’s penchant for going his own way, at his own peril, and breaking the rules whenever he deemed it necessary. Writing in the 1874 issue of Galaxy magazine, Custer, now with perfect hindsight, describes the events that so exemplified his nature: “It so happened that it fell to my detail to perform the duties of officer of the guard in camp, at a time when the arrival of the order from Washington officially transforming us from cadets to officers was daily expected.”11 Throughout that day, Custer handled himself well, and it wasn’t until dusk that the soon-to-be officer came upon two cadets embroiled in an argument that was about to turn physical. His only duty at this point was to exercise his authority and quell the escalating disturbance. Within seconds, however, the two started pounding each other with their fists, and while some cadets rushed forward to break up the fight, Custer’s immature and impulsive nature rose to the occasion. Instead of stopping the fight and arresting the pair, he gave his official endorsement. Looking back on the incident, Custer remarked, “. . . the instincts of the boy prevailed over the obligation of the officer of the guard. I pushed my way through the surrounding line of cadets, dashed back those who were interfering in the struggle, and called out loudly, ‘Stand back, boys; let’s have a fair fight.’ ”12 Fair, perhaps, but very unwise. Within seconds of this, two officers were spotted approaching, and the observing crowd of cadets quickly ran away. Custer, already regretting his rash decision, ran for the officer of the guard tent, hoping to escape the notice of the officers. It made little difference, as he’d already been identified by the two
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