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Meeting Notes –  June 2016 
Pete Shuter had previously been a policeman serving as a firearms instructor until 1975, when he had problems with his hearing.
He then joined the Special Branch – where he remained until his retirement until 2005. He now works for the Border Force.
Pete explained that he first got interested in Custer and the Little Bighorn when he needed a book to read whilst flying out on holiday, and picked up Evan. S Connell’s ‘Son of the morning star’ [1984]. Since then he has extensively researched the subject, whilst considerably adding to his book collection! 

On Sunday 25 June 1876, in 90 degrees of heat, five companies of the 7th Cavalry under the command of Lt. Col. George Armstrong  Custer, attacked an Indian camp on the Little Bighorn river – a camp that consisted of Sioux, Cheyenne, Blackfoot and Arapaho native Americans (referred to in the talk as ‘Indians’). Sitting Bull was a Sioux chief and also a medicine man [1831-1890], and Crazy Horse [c1842-1877] was also in the camp, along with Gall [c1840-1894], another Sioux warrior who would also figure in the story.
Pete explained that Custer was a hero of the American Civil War and a famed Indian fighter. He had been born on 5 December 1839, and had had a happy childhood and was well educated. Custer then went to West Point, aged 18, but Pete said that Custer’s time there was not that good, and he just did enough and finished bottom of his class. 
Custer then fought in the Civil War, on the Union side, where he had a meteoric rise, and by the age of 23 he was a Brevet Lt. Col. He had ‘Custer’s Luck’, as eleven horses were shot from under him without him sustaining any scratches! He ended the war as a Brevet Maj-Gen.

He was then promoted to Lt. Col, 7th Cavalry, though the quality of that unit was not as good as what he had previously commanded, and the desertion rate was very high. 
Pete then spoke about the background to what was happening in the Montana and Wyoming territories. In 1868 a treaty had been signed with the Sioux and Cheyenne, which had ended the Indian War. This treaty gave the Indians rich lands and access to the numerous herds of wild buffalo – which was a necessary staple of Indian life. 

In 1874 gold was discovered in these lands – therefore problems were created. There was a mass influx of prospectors into the Black Hills of Dakota, and thus land grab ensued. 

In December 1875 an ultimatum was issued to the Indians, which stated that they must return to their reservations- a fact that the Government knew would not happen. 
By February 1876 an area of 10k square miles needed searching, and 2,700 men were put into the field, plus three Gatling guns, with the aim of driving the Indians into the path of other columns. Commanders in the field were not afraid to engage the enemy, on the contrary they were scared that they would escape.  Brig-Gen. Alfred Terry [1827-1890], Col. John Gibbon [1827-1896], and Brig-Gen. George Crook [1830-1890] were the appointed commanders. Terry’s command, the ‘Dakota Column’, consisted of 12 companies (652 men) and had set off from Fort Abraham Lincoln; Gibbon commanded 723 men and had set off from fort Ellis – the ‘Montana Column’; while Crook had the largest force with over 1300 men, setting off from Fort Fetterman. Custer was with Terry’s column, and was very much subordinate to him – this was because Custer had been placed under arrest by the President Ulysses S. Grant, for implicating the President’s brother in a political scandal. Terry, however, wanted Custer’s Indian experience, so Custer was left off the hook!

Custer had Major Marcus Reno [1834-1889] and Captain Frederick Benteen [1834-1898], old enemies from the past – which did not bode well for the coming campaign. Reno found the trail of the Indians but did not follow it – Custer was thus outraged. Crook’s column was then attacked by Northern Cheyenne and Lakota Sioux, led by Crazy Horse, at the Battle of Rosebud, [Known by the Indians as the ‘Battle where the girl saved her brother’] on 17 June, and retreated. He would not be ready to fight again until August.
Terry and Gibbon then met on one of the steamers accompanying the operation, unaware of Crook’s encounter. Custer was ordered to follow the trail originally found by Reno. On 22 June ammunition was issued to the men of Custer’s command: 100 rounds for the trapdoor Springfield 1873 .45 calibre carbine (a single-shot weapon), and an extra 24 rounds for the Colt 1873 .45 calibre six-shot, single action revolver. Pete stated that their sabres were boxed up! Rations for fifteen days were also issued, along with extra salt and oats for the horses.
Pete added that Custer’s weapon of choice was a Remington .50 calibre hunting rifle, and a Webley .44 calibre revolver, double action. He had two of those. In addition he had a .41 calibre Colt revolver tucked into the top of his right boot.
Custer was offered extra troops by Terry: cavalry (declined), and infantry (too slow) – Custer was now off the leash and wanted the glory for himself. If he found the Indians then he would engage them.

24 June – a forced night march by Custer saw his Crow and Arikara Indian scouts spot a large Indian camp on the valley below. ‘There are more Sioux than you have bullets!’  was the famous quote issued to Custer. It seemed to be two or three miles long, holding about 7,000 to 10,000 people, with some 2,000 warriors! And this versus 11 companies, of around 600 men.

Custer decided to rest, and then attack. Known to the Indians as ‘Yellow or long hair’ and ‘Son of the morning star’ – because he attacked at dawn, he lived up to his name. Pete stated that Custer did not want Benteen or Reno to share in his glory, so split his command. Three companies went with Benteen and three with Reno (who was drunk so accepted the order), with the latter crossing the river and they approached the Indian camp along the opposite bank. Five companies, around 210 men, stayed with Custer, on the bluffs that overlooked the river. The mule train, with the extra ammunition on, was around three miles in the rear!
Reno’s advance soon encountered resistance from large numbers of Indians, led by Sitting Bull, who had rushed from the camp as soon as they saw the cavalry. Pete said that Reno was shocked at quite a few factors: the numbers involved, the ferocity with which they fought (it was rare for Indians to openly engage forces in the field), and the weapons which his enemy were using – Winchester Model 1866, Spencer and Henry repeating rifles! He then formed a skirmish line, which meant that he lost a quarter of his firepower, as one man in four had to hold the horses to prevent them from bolting. He soon realised he was in difficulties so retreated to the nearby woods. An Arikara scout, Bloody Knife, was shot in the head, scattering his brains against Reno’s face and chest. Reno then panicked and retreated again, and somehow crossed the river.
Custer saw what had happened, and now descended to the river, and was attacked by Chief Gall, head on. Custer then sent a note to Benteen, who had himself rejoined the mule train and waited for orders, and asked for him to bring the mules and to rejoin him in the valley. Custer then started to retreat uphill, back onto the bluffs. Crazy horse saw this and took his men around to the left to cut the troopers off on the top. This was to become a ‘buffalo hunt’ for the Indians – well versed as they were in this form of action. Custer then ordered his horses to be shot in order to make a barricade – with Pete making the point that they thus lost the ammo that had been in their saddlebags!

By this time Benteen had rejoined Reno and together they formed a defensive line, on a hill later renamed Battlefield Hill. Capt Thomas Weir took a small detachment off to go to Custer’s aid, but were forced to retreat. Custer’s troops were now surrounded and outnumbered. The next few hours saw Benteen and Reno’s men beat off repeated attacks, until on the 27 June Terry and Gibbon arrived in the valley – or a day later than planned. The casualties amounted to 32 killed and 44 wounded, while Custer’s entire command was wiped out. Pete reported that Custer had two shots in his body – one beneath the heart and one in the temple. He had been stripped and lost one finger but was not scalped, though an arrow had been inserted into his penis - a typical Indian insult. 42 dead lay around him on Last Stand Hill (as it was to be called). One of the warriors who fought in the action, Red Horse, recorded the events, which showed much mutilation to the troopers, with limbs cut off and much evidence of scalping.
Post-battle
Benteen was hailed as the ‘hero’ of the defence, and was promoted to Major in the 9th Cavalry. He later turned to drink and retired in 1888 and died in 1898.

Reno attended a Court of Inquiry, charged with cowardice and drunkenness in 1879, but it was not proven. He had asked for it himself. He died from throat cancer in 1889.

Sitting Bull retreated to Canada with 5,000 of his people, but struggled to survive. He surrendered at Fort Bruford and joined Buffalo Bill’s travelling circus. On 15 December 1890 he was arrested and shot in the chest and head.
Thomas Ward Custer [born 1845] and Boston Custer [born 1848], the younger brothers of George, died alongside their brother, and were buried on the battlefield. They were later exhumed, with Thomas buried in Fort Leavenworth National Cemetery, and Boston in Woodland Cemetery, Michigan.  
Crazy Horse carried on the fight against the white man, but finally surrendered on 5 September 1877. During his arrest he was bayoneted twice and died. 

George Custer was also exhumed and reburied at West Point Cemetery.

An extremely well researched and presented talk on a fascinating subject, accompanied by handouts and maps. The questions that followed showed the members’ interest in the subject: was there an attempt by the US Government to rehabilitate him? Yes, the battle was a massive embarrassment., and the fact that it is known as ‘Custer’s Last Stand’ and the fact that more has been written about this one small affair than any other single battle in American history shows where it stands. Jamming on the cavalry’s guns was also a problem, caused by the copper cases of the cartridges. Officers tended to have brass ones, though they had to pay for them themselves. Pete added that Custer wanted to bring a victory to celebrate the 4th of July – a national celebration. He failed – spectacularly!

