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Prologue

The Trooper
27 November 1868

He stood in the snow and the moonlight, shivering from cold 
so bitter that it numbed his cheeks and made his very bones 
ache. He had no feeling in his fi ngers, and in his misery 

wondered how he would ever be able to load or even fi re his rifl e. His horse 
was beside him, chuffi ng great clouds of steam into the icy moonlight, but 
he received no warmth from the animal.

Just ahead was a small rise. Earlier he had joined the others, creeping 
forward on hands and knees in the snow to peer cautiously over the top. 
There was an Indian village spread out below them, beside the frozen 
Washita River. The camp was quiet and appeared fairly insignifi cant, 
probably holding less than fi fty lodges. The smoldering embers of a few 
fi res glowed dimly in the darkness, and here and there a few thin streams 
of smoke curled up from the tepees. A dog barked. An infant cried. 
Farther away a pack of coyotes howled at the moon.

The men crept back into the hollow.
“We’ll wait here until morning,” Custer said. “Pass the word. 

Stand by your horses and keep your rifl es ready. No noise. We’ll 
attack at fi rst light.”

Custer was standing just a few feet away now, beside his own 
steaming horse, appearing as calm and comfortable in the icy moonlight 
as an actor reveling in the warm light of a stage. Lieutenant Colonel 
George Armstrong Custer, a brevetted Major General, one of the most 
fl amboyant heroes of the Civil War. A man who commanded the 
admiration and respect of his enemies, and who fought Indians with the 
same aggressive tactics he’d used time and again with great success 
against the Confederate Army.
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The Seventh Cavalry had left Fort Supply in east Dakota fi ve days 
earlier and ridden straight into a blinding blizzard. Visibility was so 
poor that even the omniscient Osage guides had no idea which direction 
to go, obliging Custer himself to lead the way with his customary frantic 
pace, a small compass in his hand.

“The man feels no cold,” one trooper complained less than a day’s 
ride out from the fort. “No cold at all.”

Another man briskly tried to rub warmth into his frozen hands and 
replied, “That’s fi ne . . . I feel cold enough for both of us.”

At the Canadian River—four days out from Fort Supply—the regiment 
was forced to break through thick ice in order to cross. It was then that 
Major Joel Elliott, ranging far ahead of the long column, found a fresh 
Indian trail. The regiment proceeded cautiously along the trail as the 
snow fell intermittently, the bitter wind sweeping brisk and cold over the 
ice-encrusted plain. The regiment marched until nine o’ clock that night, 
and Custer fi nally signaled a stop and allowed the men a single hour to 
rest and eat whatever hardtack or jerky they had handy.

“We’ll attack from four directions,” Custer told his company commanders 
when Elliott returned from reconnoitering and reported that he’d found the 
Indian camp. “We’ll surround the village and storm in like the wrath of God.”

Major Elliott, Custer’s second-in-command, lifted the brim of his hat 
with a gloved hand. “General, we didn’t have time to make a detailed 
reconnaissance, but there are a helluva lot of tracks out there. The village 
could be larger than it appears, or there could be more hostiles around 
the bend of the river. We ought to send out the scouts, be certain that we 
know exactly what we’re up against . . .”

“No time,” Custer said. “We can’t risk being discovered and losing the 
element of surprise. Can’t take that chance. No. We need to move now . . . 
need to hit ’em hard, hit ’em fast, and hit ’em from every direction.”

Some of the younger, less experienced offi cers were wary of Custer’s 
strategy. At West Point they’d been taught to reconnoiter carefully before 
mounting an attack. They’d learned the danger of dividing one’s forces 
in battle. And they were aware that the hurried pace of their march had 
forced them to leave the regimental pack train—which carried reserve 
supplies and ammunition—many miles behind.

Many of the older, more experienced offi cers were concerned, too. 
But they also realized that although Custer’s plans often defi ed military 
logic and reason, they were the same tactics that served him so well 
during the Civil War. Time and again the general had defi ed 
overwhelming odds, attacking swiftly and boldly, dispersing and 
destroying forces much larger than his own. It was this aggressiveness 
that led to Custer’s unprecedented ascension through the military 



Shane Barker  -  3

ranks, advancing him from the station of lieutenant to brevet major 
general in less than a year.

It was true that the man’s tactics fl ew in the face of every manual 
ever written, but one could not escape the simple fact that Custer’s 
plans always worked.

“The man is Custer,” a grizzled sergeant once said, as if no further 
explanation were necessary. “The general doesn’t merely have a sixth 
sense . . . he has a seventh, an eighth, and a ninth, and they all prick up 
whenever the enemy’s close. The man knows Indians better than the 
Indians. Manuals?” The man spit a long stream of tobacco juice into the 
dirt. “Manuals are meant for men who don’t know . . . but Custer knows.”

The Trooper continued to shake and shiver. The battalion had been 
standing in the freezing hollow since just after midnight. And though 
the Trooper didn’t have a watch to judge the time, he felt that one thing 
was certain: the night would get colder before it ever got any warmer.

The Trooper rubbed his arms and looked around, taking stock of 
the men he would be fi ghting with. There were nearly two hundred 
troopers hidden in the draw, two companies of cavalry and the 
regimental band.

The band?
The regimental band was made up mostly of Italian musicians who 

rode grey horses and clung to the animals with their knees, leaving 
their hands free to play their brassy instruments. That was all well and 
good, the Trooper thought. But the battalion was preparing to ride 
against an Indian village of unknown size and strength, and without 
even knowing who lived there. If the scrap grew ugly, the Trooper 
wanted men with rifl es alongside him, not trumpets.

There’s light enough for what I’ve got to do . . .
Strange, the Trooper thought, that in his frozen misery he was 

remembering lines from Oliver Twist.
Two months earlier, Major George Forsyth attacked a Cheyenne 

village on the Arikaree River. The attack faltered and Forsyth, with a 
handful of troopers, took cover on a brushy island in the middle of the 
river. While Indian snipers peppered the island with gunfi re and the 
soldiers frantically dug holes with tin plates and hunting knives, Forsyth 
walked calmly about, offering advice and encouragement and drawing 
fi re from enemy sharpshooters until his men begged him to take cover.

The Indians made several light attacks upon the island—testing the 
soldiers’ strength and resolve—before becoming serious. When Forsyth 
sensed the fi nal attack coming he ordered his men to reload their rifl es 
for the fi nal time.
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“Six rounds in the magazine,” he said, “and one in the chamber. We’ll fi re 
in volleys. The attack will come fast and there will be no time to reload.”

When the Indians charged, Forsyth waited until the last instant 
before shouting, “Fire!”

The troopers fi red as one, the abrupt volley of noise and smoke and 
fi ery lead breaking up the Cheyenne attack. The Indians quickly 
regrouped and attacked again. Once more, Forsyth waited until the last 
possible moment, stopping the charge with a single, deadly volley of 
gunfi re. The Cheyenne pressed in again and again, Forsyth’s men fi ring 
their third, their fourth, and then their fi fth volleys. Finally, seeing the 
end in sight, the Cheyenne mounted a swift, determined charge, the 
warriors whooping and shouting and fi ring as they galloped through 
the shallows, mustering the most explosive, most violent attack Forsyth 
had ever witnessed in all his years on the plains. His men fi red and a 
dozen Indians, including the great Cheyenne chief, Roman Nose, fell 
dead. 

Bleeding from three separate wounds, Forsyth watched as the Indians 
fell back, then—satisfi ed the fi ghting was over for the moment—turned 
to one of his scouts. “Can they do better than that?”

The scout was shaking with fear and it was several moments before 
he could collect himself enough to speak. “No . . . no . . . I don’t think so. 
I think the worst of it’s over . . .” 

The troopers waited anxiously, but the scout was right: the fi ghting 
was over. With a single round remaining in the soldiers’ rifl es, the 
Indians withdrew.

The Cheyenne held Forsyth and his men trapped on the island for 
more than a week, intermittently fi ring upon the soldiers from bluffs 
high above the river. Forsyth was wounded three times during the initial 
attacks, one bullet striking him in the leg and lodging close to his femoral 
artery. The pain of the wound was so excruciating that he pleaded with 
his men to cut the bullet out, but no one wanted to risk cutting so close to 
the artery. Finally, when the pain became unbearable, Forsyth ordered 
two men to hold his leg and—with nothing to deaden the pain—took a 
razor and sliced into his own thigh and removed the bullet himself. 

Forsyth’s men had little food, and after a few days were forced to eat 
the rotting meat of horses killed during the fi ghting. The situation was 
bleak, but Forsyth remained optimistic. When the relief column fi nally 
arrived the men found him relaxing in the brush, calmly reading a copy 
of Oliver Twist.

The Trooper listened spellbound when Forsyth’s story reached Fort 
Supply. He longed to serve and fi ght with such an offi cer. He so idolized 
Forsyth—whom he’d never met—that he promptly bought a copy of 
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Oliver Twist. He was not skilled at reading and the novel was diffi cult. 
But reading the book gave him something in common with the famous 
Indian fi ghter. And if nothing else, the Trooper now knew how the 
orphan Oliver felt—alone and homeless—on cold winter nights.

The Trooper’s teeth chattered, startling him back to full alertness as 
if he’d been asleep on his feet. He looked up and was surprised to see an 
orange glow rimming the eastern horizon. Morning. There was movement 
now, men whispering messages back and forth.

“Mount up . . .”
“Keep your rifl e ready . . .”
“No talking, no noise . . .”
With some effort the Trooper removed his overcoat—giving himself 

more mobility—then lifted his frozen body into the saddle. His feet were 
numb in their boots and he worried that his frozen hands wouldn’t be 
able to fi re his rifl e. As swollen as his fi ngers were, he was uncertain if 
they would even fi t through the trigger guard.

After several minutes there was more movement, more whispered 
orders, and the battalion moved forward, the crunch of hooves alarmingly 
loud in the quiet stillness of pre-dawn. It was lighter now as the column 
rounded a low ridge and turned for the hostile village.

Indians there, the Trooper thought, feeling the hairs rise on the back of 
his neck. And somewhere to the east, Major Elliott and his men. 

He cast his head around, but even in the growing light was unable to 
see anything but frozen bluffs and prairie stretching out in every 
direction. Captain Thompson’s men, he knew, would be saddled up and 
moving in from the right—south—and Captain Myers’ battalion would 
be riding in from the west.

A light mist was rising up from the frozen river, obscuring the Indian 
village. That was good, he thought. The mist would hide the army’s 
approach. The battalion was riding more quickly now, moving forward 
with determination like a great fl ood that refused to be turned. A dog 
barked in the distance, then another. The Trooper heard what sounded like 
a woman’s scream, and then a distant gunshot shattered the morning air.

The Trooper held his rifl e ready as the horses began to run, splashing 
into the icy water of the Washita and up the muddy slope on the other side. 
Rifl es cracked from every direction, screams and shouts rising from the 
village, the regimental band playing “Garry Owen,” Custer’s favorite 
fi ghting tune, with frozen lips. The Trooper spurred his horse into the 
village, surprised by the confusion and the bedlam. Indians—men, women, 
children—bolted from their lodges like frightened rabbits, running in 
every direction, soldiers fi ring down upon them from their saddles. 
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His horse slipped and the Trooper looked down: the horse had 
stepped upon the body of an old man laying face down in the mud. The 
Trooper fi red at a band of fl eeing hostiles, then spurred his horse forward, 
farther into the village. The thunder of rifl es was almost continuous now. 
The air was fi lled with shouts, screams, cries, curses, whoops, and 
gunshots as the battle continued.

An Indian warrior ran out in front of him and the Trooper raised his 
rifl e but didn’t fi re. Something wrong. The hostile was a boy, thirteen, 
maybe fourteen years old, fear etched on his face. The Trooper held his 
aim, torn with uncertainty. The next instant the boy spun sideways and 
fell into the mud, shot by another man. The Trooper rode forward.

Ahead was a tepee with a United States fl ag fl ying from the highest 
lodge pole, a white fl ag fl ying beneath it like a signal of peace . . . or 
surrender. More confusion. There was a shout, a shot, and the Trooper 
turned to see Captain Benteen’s horse collapse dead beneath him. The 
horse slammed chest-fi rst into the ground, throwing the captain over its 
head. Benteen hit the ground hard, but rolled and came up on one knee. 
He had his revolver in hand, waving it back and forth, searching for 
danger, ready to defend himself. A red, half-naked man screamed and 
charged with a knife held high over his head. The Trooper raised his rifl e 
and fi red at the same instant as Benteen, killing the hostile instantly. The 
captain looked around, wild-eyed and frantic amid the chaos. The 
Trooper spurred his horse toward him but another man arrived fi rst and 
Benteen swung up behind him. 

The Trooper turned his horse and came upon an Indian woman 
screaming angrily and holding tightly to a young white boy. Several 
soldiers were standing around her in a half-circle, their rifl es shouldered 
and ready to fi re. The woman had one arm wrapped around the boy’s 
chest, a knife tight against his throat. The boy was young, maybe ten years 
old, enormously bright-eyed and calm despite the confusion and mayhem. 
He was speaking softly, reassuringly, trying to calm the Indian woman.

Two troopers were slowly approaching the woman, gesturing, trying 
to persuade her to release her hostage. One of them lifted his hands, a 
gesture of peace, showing that he was unarmed. “Just let the boy go, now,” 
he pleaded. “We’re not going to hurt you . . . just let the boy go . . .”

The woman screamed something incomprehensible, her face fl ushed 
with hate and fury. Her eyes fl ashed and the Trooper recognized the 
look. He raised his rifl e but it was too late. With a scream of rage the 
woman raised her knife and plunged it into the boy’s stomach, ripping it 
quickly across his belly and spilling his guts. Three men fi red at once, 
knocking the woman off her feet as the boy slumped to the ground, his 
eyes wide and full of surprise.
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The Trooper turned away, thought he would be sick, but a whiskered 
sergeant suddenly rode up bawling for help. The Trooper kicked his 
horse and followed the sergeant to the edge of the village.

“In the ravine!” a young lieutenant shouted. “We’ve got ’em trapped!”
The Trooper joined the fi ght, shooting at several trapped, half-naked 

hostiles fi ring back from the ravine. For a moment it appeared the Indians 
might escape but at the critical moment several of Myers’ men arrived 
and ran them down.

Captain Thompson rode up looking for Myers. “Where’s Elliott?” he 
asked. “Have you seen him?”

Myers pointed east along the river. “He took a detachment and rode 
off after a bunch of escaping hostiles.”

Thompson gazed along the river, frowning. “How long ago?”
“Twenty, thirty minutes, maybe.”
Thompson shook his head with worry. “Long time. Oughtta be 

back by now.”
There was more shooting and the Trooper spurred his horse, 

following Thompson along the edge of the ravine. Another fi refi ght, 
quickly over. The shooting was mostly over now, only a few shots coming 
here and there, though far to the east there was a sudden roar of gunfi re, 
constant and steady like a long roll of distant thunder.

Elliott, the Trooper thought. It had to be Elliott and his men . . .
The ground in the village was littered with bodies, many of them 

women, some children, and a few warriors. Here and there a wailing 
woman huddled over a muddy body. Farther along, a group of survivors—
half-clad women and children—were being guarded by Thompson’s 
men. There were a few white women and children with them, taken 
captive by the Indians some months earlier.

Custer rode up, his face fl ushed from the cold and excitement. The 
general looked back and forth, taking everything in, missing nothing.

Benteen arrived on a new horse, anxious. “General . . . Major Elliott 
rode off in pursuit of a band of escaping hostiles. He’s not returned yet.”

Custer accepted the information, dismissed it. “Major Elliott is 
capable of looking after himself.”

Benteen persisted. “My men report hearing heavy gunfi re from 
that direction.”

“Captain Myers has been in that direction all morning,” Custer 
pointed out. “He’s not expressed any concern for the major.”

Benteen opened his mouth to press the point, but Custer closed the 
issue. “We’ve routed the hostiles, Captain. Most of them did not have 
time to dress, few of them are armed. I doubt that any are mounted. I’m 
confi dent that Major Elliott can handle himself.”
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“Sir, there might be other villages . . .”
“Captain Benteen, have your men begin fi ring the village,” Custer 

ordered. “I want every lodge burned. Captain Thompson, have your men 
round up the hostiles’ ponies and mules.”

“I’ve already had a look,” Thompson said. “There are eight or nine 
hundred animals. Are we going to herd them back to Fort Supply?”

“No,” Custer said, apparently surprised by the question. “Of course 
not. Indian animals are too wild, too diffi cult to herd. No sense wasting 
our time with them.” He nodded matter-of-factly. “Shoot them.”

“General?”
“I said, shoot them.”
Thompson blinked in disbelief, but before he could respond a 

whiskered sergeant rode up. “General, we’ve found the chief of the 
village. It’s Black Kettle.”

“Black Kettle!” Custer looked surprised. “Where is he?”
“Dead, sir. We found him on the edge of the river.”
“Well, then, let’s have a look.” Custer rode off with the sergeant, 

followed by a cloud of aides.
Benteen exchanged glances with Thompson. “I’m worried 

about Elliott.”
“I am, too. But right now we have orders to think about. We’d better 

see to them.”
The offi cers dispersed. The Trooper looked around the Indian village. 

The American fl ag still fl uttered from the top of the Cheyenne tepee. As 
the troopers carried out their errands of destruction, depriving the 
surviving Indians of shelter and supplies they needed to survive the 
winter, armed and mounted warriors from other villages began appearing 
on the bluffs overlooking the village.

Custer quickly reassembled the regiment, his hostages safely 
positioned between companies of mounted troopers. With the band blaring 
“Ain’t I Glad to Get Out of the Wilderness,” the column began marching 
upriver, toward the next village. The warriors on the bluffs immediately 
raced away to evacuate their woman and children and prepare to defend 
their villages.

The regiment marched until after dusk. Then, under the cover of darkness, 
the men reversed course and began the long trip back to Fort Supply.

The Trooper looked back into the darkness as the column retreated. 
Major Elliott and his nineteen men had never returned.

FIELD NOTES: 
During the Civil War, soldiers were often promoted in the fi eld to fi ll 

spots vacated by fallen offi cers. These promotions were temporary and 
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known as “brevet” ranks. Later, after the war, the army was reduced in 
size and the need for offi cers diminished. Brevetted offi cers were restored 
to their original ranks and pay, though it was still proper and customary 
to address them by their brevetted rank. (One of Forsyth’s aides, for 
instance, rose to the rank of brigadier general during the war but later, 
during the siege on the Arikaree River, had returned to the rank of 
sergeant.) This is why offi cers were often addressed by different ranks. 
George Custer was a brevetted major general, though he was offi cially a 
lieutenant colonel. It was appropriate to refer to him by either rank.

Major George Forsyth’s siege on the brushy island became known as 
the Battle of Beecher Island, named after Lieutenant Frederick H. Beecher, 
Forsyth’s second-in-command, who was killed there.

Black Kettle was an infl uential Cheyenne chief who continually 
argued for peace. He recognized that the whites were too numerous to 
resist and that fi ghting would only hasten the destruction of the Indians. 
He had traveled to Washington to meet President Lincoln and was given 
an American fl ag. It was this fl ag that fl ew from the top of his tepee 
during Custer’s attack. 

Though Black Kettle promoted peace, his people were holding several 
white captives. At least one white woman and a boy were killed by the 
Indians during the cavalry attack. 

Custer reported killing 105 Indians during the attack, and capturing 
fi fty-three women and children. It has been estimated that less than forty 
of the dead were warriors. 

Major Elliott and his men were found several weeks later, their bodies 
frozen and mutilated. As they chased Indians fl eeing from the camp, 
they were apparently ambushed by warriors rushing to help from 
neighboring villages.
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Chapter One

Custer
Friday, 23 June 1876

He lifted his broad-brimmed hat and used the back of his 
shirtsleeve to mop his forehead. The summer air was hot and 
still, the sky a pale, washed-out blue. A single cloud fl oated 

above the horizon like a tuft of lost cotton, too far in the distance to offer 
any relief from the blazing sun.

Custer pulled the hat low over his eyes and marveled at the size of the 
Indian trail. He had followed Indians before, had tracked both cavalry and 
infantry regiments during the Civil War, but had never encountered anything 
to compare with this. The sun-bleached ground was pulverized . . . cut, 
pounded, and beaten by the sharp hooves of trotting horses, the feet of 
shuffl ing women and children, and the pointed tops of lodge poles being 
dragged behind. The entire width of the valley from the river to the bluffs had 
been reduced to a single swath of dust, eight inches deep in places, chopped 
into powder so fi ne that it puffed in small clouds with every step of his horse.

He shook his head in wonder.
Stampeding buffalo left the ground less damaged than this . . .
Custer turned in his saddle, the worn leather creaking comfortably 

beneath him, and looked back upon the column of mounted troopers 
stretching into the distance behind him. The rising cloud of dust kicked 
up by the horses was so thick he couldn’t actually see the entire regiment, 
the last few companies and the mule pack train obscured by the haze. 
The rear of any cavalry column was apt to be dusty, he refl ected, but this 
was the worst he had ever seen.

His horse fl icked its head and Custer eased up on the reins. The 
spirited bay favored a bouncy gait that was not entirely comfortable—
would have annoyed the hell out of most riders—but Dandy was the 
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strongest horse in the United States Army. The animal was absolutely 
tireless, able to set a blistering pace and capable of traveling long distances 
under a hot sun with little food or water.

Just like Custer himself . . .
There was a thump of hooves and Custer looked up as a dusty civilian 

wearing a fl oppy straw hat came alongside. He nodded in 
acknowledgement. The man was Mark Kellogg, assistant editor of the 
New York Herald, riding clumsily on a mule.

“Afternoon, General,” the correspondent said, tipping his hat to 
reveal a peeling, sun-burned face. “I wonder if I might ride along with 
you for a while.” He looked over anxiously. “If I’m not disturbing you, 
that is . . .”

“No, no,” Custer said, waving an inviting hand. “Not at all. Always 
appreciate the company.”

The newsman relaxed in his saddle and used a bandana to wipe his 
face. Kellogg was a widower, forty years old. Custer met him the previous 
winter while traveling to Fort Abraham Lincoln from New York. The 
train became snowbound during a blizzard and Kellogg—a former 
employee of the Pacifi c Telegraph Company—improvised a crude 
telegraph key, connecting it to wires running alongside the track and 
sending a message ahead to the fort, requesting assistance. Custer was so 
impressed with Kellogg’s resourcefulness that he invited the writer to 
join him on his next expedition. 

For his part, Kellogg realized that Custer was looking for headlines—
there was talk that the general had political ambitions, perhaps even had 
eyes on the presidency—but was astute enough to know that a compelling 
story would enhance his own career, too. Maybe even win him a prize.

Especially if the coming battle was as spectacular—as decisive and 
fi nal—as everyone predicted it would be.

“I have to admit that the dust is a considerable surprise,” Kellogg 
said, slapping his chest and causing a small cloud to billow up from his 
shirt. “I never imagined it.”

Custer nodded agreeably. “I’ve seen cattle drives that didn’t raise as 
much dust as marching cavalry,” he said. “ ’Course, cattlemen generally 
aren’t in the same hurry we are—don’t want to work the meat off their 
beeves—and they tend to choose grassier trails.”

Kellogg looked back and eyed the enormous dust cloud hovering 
over the regiment like a closing storm, the long column of troopers—
more than six hundred men—stretching back and fading until it vanished 
into the haze. “Have you ever seen it this bad, General?”

“Worst I’ve ever seen,” Custer said. “And strange, too. Most Indian 
trails are not so . . . expansive.”
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“Captain Benteen is of the opinion that this isn’t a trail as much as the 
scars of an enormous campsite, moved a mile at a time.”

“It does have that appearance,” Custer agreed. “Though Indians 
don’t travel that way. Indians much prefer camping in small bands 
rather than large villages. Seem to think that makes them more elusive, 
more diffi cult to fi nd.”

“The captain said that, too. He said the only other explanation is that 
an incredibly large number of Indians traveled through here.”

“That certainly would explain things,” Custer said. “But it would 
require an enormous number of people to make a trail like this. Thousands. 
And there just aren’t that many Indians out here. Never have been. And 
even if there were, they’d have no reason for traveling together like this.”

Kellogg sneezed—a result of the dust—then said, “What have your 
scouts told you? About the trail, I mean . . .”

“My scouts have been extraordinarily quiet this trip,” Custer 
admitted. “Moody. There’s no accounting for it.”

Kellogg nodded. “I noticed that one of them is a mere boy.”
“Curly,” Custer said. “One of the Crows. Only sixteen years old, but a 

real tomcat. And sharp as a tack. I expect that with a little experience 
he’ll make an excellent tracker.”

“Remarkable ability those people have,” Kellogg said. “Able to follow 
trails the way they do . . .”

“They think the same of your ability to read a newspaper,” Custer 
said. “You’ve met Bloody Knife, haven’t you?”

“The sullen fellow, yes, I have.”
Custer nodded. “I’ve seen Bloody Knife look at a book and shake his 

head in bewilderment, amazed that anyone can make heads or tails of it. 
But he’s one of the best trackers I’ve ever known. We were scouting west 
of Fort Supply once. There wasn’t a mark in the dirt, not a twig or a blade 
of grass out of place. But he stopped, looked around for a moment and—
he still doesn’t speak much English—signed to us, “Rider passed by here, 
night before last.”

Kellogg looked skeptical. “He knew that the rider was traveling at night?”
“He did. Also knew the color of the horse—said it was a roan—and he 

knew the name of the Indian riding it . . . said it was a renegade Crow 
named Foolish Bear.”

“He knew the name of the Indian because he recognized the track of 
the horse, of course . . .”

Custer shook his head. “I thought the same thing myself. But 
Bloody Knife said it wasn’t Foolish Bear’s horse . . . said the animal 
actually belonged to a fellow by the name of Big Head, and that Foolish 
Bear had stolen it.”
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Kellogg studied the general for a moment, wondering if Custer was 
taking advantage of his inexperience to tease him, play with him . . . 
decided he wasn’t.

“Excuse me, General, but how could the man possibly know that? 
From a track that no one else could even see?”

“You know,” Custer said, “one of my lieutenants—one of the younger 
boys who didn’t have much experience with Indians—was standing right 
there and asked him exactly that.”

“And what did the man say?”
“He just pointed at the ground and shrugged as if he were saying, 

‘Take a look right there if you don’t believe me . . . it’s all right there in the 
dirt.’ ” Custer laughed. “After you get to know Bloody Knife—or any of 
the other trackers—you’ll fi nd he can read tracks as well, and probably 
better than wealthy gentlemen in New York can read your newspaper.”

Kellogg absorbed this, not quite doubting the general’s story but 
nevertheless fi nding it diffi cult to believe. “But surely, General—”

“Three days later we found Foolish Bear,” Custer said slowly, 
signifi cantly. “He was riding a roan horse that he had stolen from Big 
Head.” Custer fl icked a thumb toward the column of riders behind them. 
“Ask Captain Weir about it sometime. Or Captain Keogh. They were both 
there.” The general grinned. “Just don’t ask Bloody Knife. You do and 
he’ll just look at you like you’re the dumbest man he’s ever met and ask 
why you can’t do the same thing.”

Kellogg shook his head. “How do they ever come by that ability?”
“They don’t think of it as remarkable at all,” Custer said. “It’s simply 

a matter of survival. From the time they are born, Indians are taught to 
be observant. To be aware of their surroundings. To remember what 
they’ve seen. White men?” Custer shook his head. “Can you tell me, for 
instance, Mr. Kellogg, how many tributaries we’ve crossed today?”

Kellogg shook his head. “No.”
“Any one of our Indians could. They could not only tell you exactly 

how many streams we’ve crossed, but they could tell you which ones 
have the best water, which ones will dry up later in the summer, and 
which ones will run continuously. Details like that are important to 
them. Means of survival.”

The general slapped at a bug. “When Bloody Knife was a boy, his 
father would pause on the trail from time to time and ask him what 
animals had passed that way. If he couldn’t answer correctly, his father 
would whip him.”

Kellogg appeared startled. “Whip him? A mere boy?”
“I agree it sounds harsh, but to an Indian in the wilderness those 

things can literally mean the difference between life and death.” 
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Kellogg shook his head, wondering how two cultures could be so 
entirely foreign. He refl ected—not for the fi rst time—that the gulf between 
white men and plains Indians couldn’t be greater if separated by the 
greatest oceans on the planet. He turned back to the general.

“Am I correct in understanding that Bloody Knife is an Arikara?”
“You are. We call them ‘Rees.’ Lieutenant Varnum enlisted most of 

the Rees just before we set out. But Bloody Knife’s been with me for some 
time now.” The general looked over and smiled. “I don’t mind admitting 
how much I enjoy that man’s company.”

“Sir?”
“Most scouts tend to maintain a degree of respect toward army 

offi cers,” Custer explained. “But Bloody Knife’s got a sassy streak that 
would make Captain Benteen proud. Has no reverence for anything.”

“Including you, sir?”
Custer laughed. “Especially me. He’s like my brother Tom in a lot of 

ways. Insolent. Flippant. Hard to impress.” He breathed deeply and 
smiled, remembering. “We were scouting along the Powder River some 
years back and had a Sioux war party pitch into us. We were armed with 
Winchesters at the time—not the long-range carbines we have now—so 
Bloody Knife and I crawled out through the grass, hoping to get close 
enough to pick off a few of the more aggressive braves. Indians spotted 
us, though, and before we knew it the bullets and arrows were fl ying 
’round our ears like swarms of angry hornets.”

Custer reached up to adjust his hat. “There was one particular brave 
who seemed especially determined to take our hair. Real tomcat: blood 
in his eye, face painted like the devil. He galloped in close a few times, 
took a few shots, and then rode away before anyone could get a good shot 
off. Bloody Knife and I were hunkered down as low as we could get, 
nothing but a little grass for cover, bullets kicking up the dirt every time 
we raised our heads, and this one sassy Indian coming after us again and 
again.”

Custer looked over at the correspondent, who was listening intently. 
“I’ve seen a lot of men panic in spots like that. Hold out ’till their nerves 
are shot and they just can’t stand it anymore, then jump up and make a 
run for it . . . usually getting themselves shot in the process. But not 
Bloody Knife. Right when it looked like we were fi nished, he leaned 
over—calm as a kitten, now—placed a plug of tobacco on the ground next 
to me, and signed, ‘Betcha I can get ’im before you do.’ I couldn’t pass on 
a challenge like that, of course. And the next time that Indian rode in we 
both jumped up and began shooting like a couple of wildmen, both of us 
risking our lives over a tiny plug of tobacco.”

Kellogg smiled. “And who won?”



16  -  The Last Sunrise 

Custer looked over quickly, then sighed and slumped in resignation. 
“He did,” he said. “But it was close. . . . Anyway, it’s a measure of the 
man. Bullets and arrows fl ying all around and he’s only interested in 
making bets.”

“He sounds like a remarkable man,” Kellogg agreed. And then, 
delicately, “I’ve heard that he is prone to drinking.”

Custer nodded matter-of-factly. “You’ve heard correctly. If there was 
a single drop of bourbon between here and the Little Bighorn River, I’m 
convinced that Indian could fi nd it. Times like this, when I’m truly 
dependent upon him, I tend to keep him close where I can keep an eye on 
him, be sure he stays sober.” He looked over. “Fact is, I’ve got Boyer with 
him now, keeping an eye on him for me.”

“Yes, I talked with Mr. Boyer earlier. I understand that he’s 
half French?”

“That’s right. French father, Sioux mother. The most knowledgeable 
scout we have. And—Jim Bridger aside—the best guide in the territory. 
He’s lived with the Crow, lived with the Sioux—he’s personally acquainted 
with most of the Indians we’ll pitch into out here—and he knows this 
country better than President Grant knows Washington.”

“And the sad-looking man . . . Reynolds, is it?”
“Lonesome Charlie, yes,” Custer said. The general rolled his eyes, 

and then glanced at Kellogg. “Man is a personal favorite of Mrs. Custer. 
I believe she’s taken with that sad expression he favors. Says she knows 
basset hounds with more cheerful eyes.”

“He does appear extraordinarily mournful.”
“That’s a fact. He’s not actually as miserable as he appears, though he 

does tend to avoid crowds. Whenever the men have a chance to see town 
or have a little fun, Charlie’s more likely to ride into the hills and spend 
the time trapping and fi shing. Excellent guide, though . . . and 
extraordinarily brave. When we discovered gold in the Black Hills two 
years ago he carried the report back to Fort Abe Lincoln . . . by himself 
and right through the heart of hostile territory.”

“And you have, what? Another four, fi ve guides working for the 
quartermaster?”

Custer nodded. “Five, yes. Boyer, Reynolds, and Bloody Knife, then 
there’s a man named Herendeen—you’ve met him, haven’t you?—and 
my younger brother, Boston. Offi cially they’re assigned to the 
quartermaster, though they tend to do their best work when they’re 
allowed to operate independently.”

“They are colorful men,” Kellogg said. “And I imagine that they’d be 
diffi cult to contain. I tried to speak to Mr. Herendeen this morning, but 
he wasn’t especially voluble.”
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Custer laughed. “No, I can’t imagine that he would be. Bos is the only 
one of the bunch who’s ever actually read a newspaper; the others 
probably think you’re thick-headed for asking so many questions.”

“Yes, I certainly got that impression.”
The men rode in silence for several moments, Custer’s horse trotting 

at an urgent gait that Kellogg’s mule found diffi cult to match.
“Your horse is a spirited animal,” Kellogg noted.
“That’s why I named him ‘Dandy,’ ” Custer said. “In Mrs. Custer’s 

words, he’s possessed of ‘proud little peacock airs.’ ” He fl icked the reins 
affectionately. “And I am convinced that he was born to be a general’s 
horse, I truly am. Hates to march behind another animal. Always has to 
be right out in front where he feels that he’s in command and, in fact, 
does not even like riding abreast of another animal. You notice how he 
has to keep a slight lead over your mule?”

“Ah! Is that what it is? I wondered why I had such a diffi cult time 
keeping pace.”

“Just rein up a little—stay about a head behind—and you’ll see 
a difference.”

Kellogg applied a touch of rein and a moment later shook his head. 
“I’ll be,” he said. “I never would have guessed.”

“You fi nd ’em like this once in a while,” Custer said. “A real general’s 
horse. I knew it the moment I laid eyes on him.” He reached up and 
scratched his chin. “We’d just taken delivery of fi ve hundred new horses 
and had ’em strung out in line so we could get a good look at ’em. Most 
of the animals were trotting by just the way we wanted ’em to—good 
cavalry horses, every one—and then Dandy pranced up.”

“Pranced, General?”
Custer grinned and nodded. “No other word to describe it. He pranced, 

enormous pride in his step, as if he was showing off. And then he stopped 
and looked us over. Just swung his head back and forth like a rancher picking 
out his fattest beef. After he’d taken a good look, he lowered his head and 
snorted like he was trying to ask, ‘Just who in the hell are you people?’ ” 
Custer laughed. “I tell you, Mr. Kellogg, this horse was inspecting us!”

“That’s a marvelous story, General.”
Custer nodded. “I knew right then that this was no remuda horse. 

Never would be. Never would have been happy riding along with the 
rest of the herd. No, sir, he was special. And he knew he was special. I 
bought him from the Army so I could have him for my own personal 
use. Good thing, too. There’s not a lot of men who could tolerate this 
bouncy gait of his. And no way to break him of it. Horse believes it’s 
his way or no way. A man would destroy him trying to make him 
behave otherwise.”
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“But I understand that you don’t ride him into battle . . .”
“That’s right. Dandy’s a marcher, a pace setter. Put ’im in front of the 

column to lead the way and he’ll blister a trail all day and half the night. 
He’s a steady horse—and he’s certainly tireless—but he’s not speedy. Not 
terribly agile. So when we’re riding into a fi ght, I ride Vic.”

“Short for Victory,” Kellogg said. “The sorrel gelding. Yes, I’ve seen 
him. And he’s a faster horse?”

“Lot faster. And quick as a cat. Horse moves through brush like a 
jackrabbit. He’s a powerful horse and he’s certainly rambunctious, but 
he’s so smooth you can sit right in the saddle and drink your coffee.”

Custer looked at Kellogg. “And smart? I swear, sir, if that horse had 
the hands to hold a book he could lecture at West Point. When things are 
hot he seems to know exactly what I need of him. In a real scrap—bullets 
and arrows fl ying through the air like snowfl akes in a blizzard—ole Vic 
just takes charge. No need to even ask ’im. Leaves my hands free for my 
guns and takes me wherever I need to go.”

Kellogg looked down at his mule for a moment, as if comparing it 
with Custer’s mounts, and then glanced back at the general. “These 
hostiles we’re following, General . . . they’re considered renegades . . .”

“That’s right,” Custer said. “They’ve refused federal orders to move 
to the reservations, and they’re also guilty of luring more peaceful 
Indians away from the agencies to join them.”

Kellogg nodded. “Well, sir, I don’t mean to sound offensive, but 
considering that these Indians are truly hostile, doesn’t it ever concern 
you that perhaps there are too many of them? After all, I would imagine 
that they would fi ght with considerable motivation. ”

Custer shook his head vigorously. “No . . . no, not at all. We’re very 
well capable of handling whatever’s out here. You have to understand, 
Mr. Kellogg, that Indians do not fi ght the same way we do. They have no 
concept of defending a charge or turning an enemy’s fl ank. Nothing in 
their culture has ever prepared them for it. No, sir, it’s not a matter of 
how many hostiles are out here. The fact is that they’re Indians. And the 
moment we pitch into them they’ll break and they’ll run. I’ve seen it 
happen again and again.”

“Yes, of course, General . . . still, you must feel some assurance knowing 
that General’s Crook and Terry will be supporting your attack . . .”

Custer looked over patiently. “Mr. Kellogg, I very much doubt that 
General Crook or General Terry will be within forty miles of us when we 
catch up with the hostiles.”

Kellogg looked as if he’d been struck. “Excuse me, General, but I was 
under the impression—”

“General Terry is marching up the Little Bighorn Valley,” Custer said. 
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“He’s forty miles away and traveling roughly parallel to our own advance. 
But I’m told that country is even more rugged than this. Terry is also 
traveling with a regiment of infantry and a number of Gatling guns 
which are certain to slow him down. He can’t possibly be moving as 
quickly as we are. And General Crook?” Custer shook his head. “We have 
not heard from Crook for several weeks. We have no idea if he is on 
schedule or in place. It would be foolish to count on him.”

Despite the heat, Kellogg felt a cold chill blow through him. General 
Sheridan’s plan, he knew, was for three columns of cavalry to surround 
and entrap the last of the renegade Indians, the last band of hostiles who 
refused to submit to federal regulations. General George Crook was 
leading the Fifth Cavalry up from the south. General Alfred Terry and 
the Second Cavalry were advancing from the north. And here—along 
the dusty banks of Rosebud Creek—General George Custer and the 
Seventh Cavalry—the army’s most famous regiment—formed the head 
of the striking hammer. 

Back in the safety of Fort Abraham Lincoln, men said that when 
the four elements came together there would be a battle to rival the 
great fi ghts of the Civil War. Kellogg had no doubt that it would. But 
he had always assumed that the army would have the hostiles 
outnumbered . . . and outgunned. 

Now he wasn’t so certain.
Custer was speaking again. “We are fortunate that the hostiles have 

concentrated together,” he said. “It means we only have to defeat them 
once. If we wait until General Terry arrives the Indians will simply 
disperse. They’ll escape in small bands until there are none left to fi ght. 
No, sir, the only way to defeat these people is to hit them hard, hit them 
fast, and hit them all at once.”

“Then you don’t intend to wait for General Terry?”
“The truth, Mr. Kellogg, is that we can’t wait for General Terry. 

We have no choice. We have to take the hostiles by surprise or risk 
losing them.”

Kellogg nodded thoughtfully. He knew from talking with Major 
Reno and Captain Benteen that the regiment was already much farther 
along than they were supposed to be. At this pace Custer was certain to 
reach the Little Bighorn Valley a full day ahead of schedule.

Kellogg realized that Custer’s argument made sense, but his reporter’s 
instincts warned him that there was more to the story. Kellogg was astute 
enough to know that because Custer was offi cially a lieutenant colonel, he 
was outranked by Generals Crook and Terry, and even by Colonel Gibbons, 
who was riding with Terry. If the Seventh joined up with any other regiment, 
Custer would lose his place as senior offi cer. He would be denied credit for 
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the ultimate success of the campaign. Kellogg sensed that Custer was 
pushing his regiment in order to mop up the last of the hostiles before 
anyone else could intervene, before anyone could take the victory away 
from him.

“How are your interviews progressing?” Custer asked, breaking into 
the correspondent’s thoughts. “Are the men cooperating with you?”

“Yes, indeed,” Kellogg said, coming back to the moment. “Everyone 
has been quite forthcoming.”

“And not too critical of their commanding offi cer, I trust?”
Kellogg smiled. “No, no. As a matter of fact, the men have been most 

generous with their compliments. Despite my promises to the contrary, 
most of them are under the impression that I report the substance of my 
interviews directly back to you, so I’m afraid that if they have anything 
negative to report, they’re not telling me.” He gave Custer a quick look. 
“Other than Captain Benteen, that is.”

Custer laughed. “No, you needn’t worry about Captain Benteen ever 
withholding his opinions.” The general glanced toward the river for a 
moment, then turned back to the correspondent. “So what impressions 
have you formed so far?”

“I’ve decided, General, that you are an intriguing man.”
Custer looked over in surprise. “Intriguing!” he said. He laughed 

again. “Mr. Kellogg, I’ve been called ‘bold.’ I’ve been called ‘daring’ and 
I’ve been called ‘reckless.’ If you look into my personal fi les I’m certain 
you’ll fi nd the term ‘insubordinate’ any number of times. And I believe 
the enlisted men could provide you with an astonishing variety of 
colorful adjectives . . . all of them probably accurate but none of them 
appropriate in the company of Mrs. Custer. But, sir, I believe you are the 
fi rst to ever use the word ‘intriguing.’ ” 

Kellogg smiled, happy to see the general so pleased. “I am a 
wordsmith, General. It’s my nature and profession to be both accurate 
and colorful.”

“Then in that regard, Mr. Kellogg, we are much alike.”
Kellogg nodded, but without his former enthusiasm.
For the fi rst time since leaving Fort Abraham Lincoln, he was 

wondering what he’d gotten himself into.

FIELD NOTES: 
General Sheridan warned his offi cers against taking correspondents 

along upon the 1876 expedition, claiming that writers were “prone to 
mischief.” Some historians have subsequently criticized Custer for 
inviting Kellogg, citing this as a blatant disregard for orders. It is important 
to note, however, that both General Terry and Colonel Gibbon—Custer’s 
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immediate superior—were each aware of Kellogg’s presence and neither 
forbid Custer from taking the correspondent along.

Mitch Boyer’s name is occasionally spelled “Bouyer,” “Buoyer,” and 
even “Booyer.” “Boyer” is the correct spelling of the scout’s surname. It is 
likely that Boyer’s French father named his son “Michel” and called him 
“Mich” for short. This nickname would have been pronounced Meesh in 
French and Mitch in English.
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Chapter Two

Crazy Horse

The war chief rode down from the dusty bluffs and into the river, 
allowing his horse to splash through the shallows and gambol 
in the cool wetness. The horse tossed its head and kicked its feet 

as if showing off for a band of young boys watching from the riverbank.
“Ride this way, Crazy Horse,” one of the boys called. “Come and race 

with us!”
“Race with you?” the war chief asked, allowing his horse to splash 

and prance in the river. “I do not think you have a horse to race with.”
“Then you can give us one!”
“You are much too short for a horse,” Crazy Horse said with mock 

severity. “But if you can whistle, you might coax a small dog to come by. 
If it’s tame enough, perhaps you could ride it . . .”

The boys laughed and punched one another, delighted that the great 
warrior would honor them with a friendly taunt.

“Crazy Horse,” a second boy called, “come and tell us how you 
defeated the white soldiers . . .”

“Yes,” a third boy echoed. “Tell us the story!”
The war chief’s horse reared, then lowered its head and turned a quick 

circle in the river as if believing itself to be the center of attention. Crazy 
Horse wagged a cautionary fi nger at his young audience. “You don’t want 
to hear stories of fi ghts with white soldiers,” he warned. “I think they will 
frighten you. They will keep you from sleeping at night . . .”

The boys laughed, but Crazy Horse wasn’t fi nished, had saved his most 
biting taunt for last. “You should go and fi nd your grandmothers,” he said 
wickedly. “Ask them to tell you stories of rabbits and little deer . . .”

The boys howled with laughter, punching and jostling one another. 
From anyone else, the insults would have been cause to fi ght. But Crazy 
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Horse was the most famous warrior in the vast Indian village. Six days 
earlier he’d led a great raid against the white army, stopping the soldiers 
in their tracks and sending them reeling in defeat from the plains. It was 
one of the greatest victories the Sioux had ever known.

The boys were excited just to be near the great warrior, thrilled that 
he would take the time to stop and speak to them.

Crazy Horse eyed the boys and was warmed by their excitement and 
enthusiasm. He enjoyed the company of youth and often taught boys to 
make their own bows, arrows, and lances, sometimes spending hours 
with his young friends, teaching them traditional Sioux skills such as 
tracking deer, snaring rabbits and prairie hens, and catching fi sh. 

Crazy Horse was also a skilled storyteller and he found enormous 
satisfaction in gathering young boys around him and regaling them with 
stories of courage and bravery. Unlike many warriors, he rarely spoke of 
his own accomplishments, and he seldom recounted his own acts of 
daring. Instead, he favored tales that explained and celebrated Sioux 
tradition and heritage.

Even now, the war chief was reluctant to speak of his recent fi ght 
with the white army, wanted to avoid sounding boastful, as if he were 
the only reason for the great Sioux triumph.

But it was an important battle. It was a signifi cant victory in the 
war against the whites, and the Sioux were certain to celebrate it in 
song and story for generations to come. It would be good for the boys 
to know of it. And it would be good for them to hear it from someone 
who had been there.

Crazy Horse rode up to the river bank and eyed the boys critically, as 
if assessing their readiness for battle. “You think you might someday 
ride with my war party?” he asked. “You think you are ready to fi ght the 
white soldiers? Then let me tell you about the fi ght. Let’s see if you are 
truly as brave as you think you are . . .”

***

Six Days Earlier

Crazy Horse sat regally upon his white-faced war horse, his back 
straight and his head high as he rode through the brush. His hair was 
black and long, tied carefully into a braid that reached all the way to his 
waist, a single hawk feather fastened at the back. Unlike most of those 
riding behind him he was not painted for war, but simply wore a small 
stone that hung from a cord looped around his chest, and a little dust 
that he sprinkled over his shoulders.
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He was leading more than fi fteen hundred warriors, one of the 
greatest war parties the Sioux and Cheyenne had ever known, the party 
roughly equal in size to the army of white soldiers searching for the 
roaming Indian village.

“They will destroy us!” one Two Kettle chief declared when a hunting 
party discovered and reported the advancing soldiers. “We must leave 
this place at once!”

“We knew that soldiers would come,” an Arapaho chief agreed. “Our 
time together here has been well spent. But now we must disperse. Go 
our own ways.” The chief’s voice took on a wistful tone. “It is time for us 
to return to the agencies.”

“The whites are angry with us for leaving the agencies,” a Minneconjou 
chief pointed out. “It does not matter whether we stay or go, they will 
never allow us to live in peace.”

An aging man sat outside the circle of chiefs and listened in stony 
silence as the tribal leaders debated their options. Sitting Bull was not a 
chief, and he was too old to be considered a warrior. But he had always been 
close to the Spirits and was known for the great visions he received. He was 
an esteemed advisor, as wise as the beaver and as strong as the bear. Sitting 
Bull was also the one who had brought the people together here, who had 
invited people from the agencies to join the village of free-roaming Sioux.

After the chiefs had spoken for awhile, Sitting Bull fi nally lifted his 
hand. The talking stopped and—one by one—the chiefs turned to look 
upon him. Sitting Bull looked up, as if seeking the wisdom of the Spirits, 
his chiseled face as calm as a mountain pond in the early morning. There 
was no trace of emotion in his voice as he spoke.

“There is no need to leave,” he said simply. “We are many. And we 
are strong. Our warriors can defeat the white army.” 

An aging Cheyenne chief spoke quietly from the edge of the circle. 
“Yes, we are many,” he agreed, his voice neutral. “And our warriors are 
brave. But the whites are well-armed. And they are relentless.”

“Yes, the white men are relentless,” Sitting Bull said. “But we are 
powerful. And determined. We can prevail.”

There was a brief silence as the chiefs considered Sitting Bull’s words. 
And then the Cheyenne chief asked, “Do you truly believe our warriors 
can turn away the white army?”

“Yes,” Sitting Bull said, his voice quiet and measured. “Our warriors 
can defeat the white soldiers.” He looked intently from man to man. 
“Our warriors can defeat the soldiers . . . but only if Crazy Horse is 
leading them . . .”
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Crazy Horse looked up now into a hot, cloudless sky, marveling at 
the holy man’s wisdom. Sitting Bull was correct in choosing Crazy Horse 
to lead the war party, because Crazy Horse was the one warrior who 
knew how to defeat the white army.

From years of fi ghting everything from minor skirmishes against 
prospectors and scouting parties to pitched and bloody battles against 
massed cavalry, Crazy Horse had come to understand white men’s tactics. 
He knew that soldiers fought under the leadership of offi cers, and that 
they followed prescribed, predictable maneuvers.

The Sioux, on the other hand, embraced spontaneity in their fi ghting, 
rarely planning fi ghts beyond the most general of terms, surging and 
ebbing in battle according to the whims of individual warriors. Fighting 
was as much to prove one’s bravery as it was to destroy an enemy, and 
warriors often raced one another for the honor of counting the fi rst coup. 
As a young man in his fi rst fi ght, Crazy Horse himself had been more 
concerned with demonstrating his courage than actually killing anyone. 
In most fi ghts there was no single chief or warrior in charge, and braves 
were free to fi ght as they pleased, or as they were prompted by the Spirits. 
It was an effective strategy against the Crow and Shoshone, because 
those formidable enemies fought the same way.

But Crazy Horse had learned long ago that Sioux tactics did not 
work against whites. Sioux strategy was ineffective against soldiers 
because whites had no interest in displaying their bravery, had no 
interest in counting coups, and only wanted to kill. Moreover, white 
soldiers fought as single, cohesive units, which was an idea completely 
foreign to the Sioux. 

Crazy Horse had studied white men enough to understand—he had 
fought them enough to know—that to defeat them, the Sioux had to adopt 
white men’s strategy. They had to fi ght as white men fought. Which was 
not easy. Crazy Horse had tried this before, but usually with disastrous 
results. He had organized many attacks and ambushes against the 
whites, only to have a single warrior or two—unable to contain themselves 
and eager to display their bravery by counting the fi rst coup—bolt from 
cover and reveal the trap.

But because of Sitting Bull, he was confi dent that this time there 
would be no disobedience. While participating in the Sun Dance several 
days before, Sitting Bull saw a vision of falling soldiers. The People were 
convinced that the holy man’s vision was a sign of victory over the white 
army. They believed that he had foreseen this day, that he had foreseen 
this battle, and that because Sitting Bull had chosen Crazy Horse to lead 
the fi ght, the warriors believed they were required to follow the war 
chief’s instructions. They believed that was the will of the Spirits.
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“We will not fi ght for individual honor!” Crazy Horse shouted as the 
warriors gathered and prepared to depart the night before. “We will not 
fi ght the way our fathers fought! We will not show our courage and 
bravery by counting coups. Instead we will fi ght together . . . we will fi ght 
as one . . . and we will fi ght as white men fi ght! And we will prevail!”

The excited warriors whooped and shouted and vowed to follow 
Crazy Horse and do as he instructed. They would wait to count coups on 
another day. They would save individual honors for another fi ght.

There was movement in the distance, a horse kicking up dust, and 
the Cheyenne scout Spotted Deer came galloping up.

“There are forty, maybe fi fty enemy scouts riding this way,” Spotted 
Deer reported. “Crow and Shoshone. They have not spotted us, but it is 
only a matter of time.”

Crazy Horse thought fast. He had hoped to surprise the soldiers in 
their camp, but there was no hope of that now. There was no choice but 
to fi ght. He whistled, gestured, and the Two Kettle brave Runs the Enemy 
loped up, his face painted for war.

“Enemy scouts are approaching,” Crazy Horse said. “Take your 
warriors and destroy them. Attack from two sides”—he clapped his 
hands together—“and crush them between you.”

Runs the Enemy whooped and held his rifl e high over his head, 
signaling his men. With an excited war cry he galloped away, a hundred 
Two Kettle warriors racing after him. Crazy Horse pulled his horse to a 
stop, gave Runs the Enemy time to make his attack, then whistled and 
pumped his own rifl e in the air, kicking the black horse into a stiff gallop. 
Hundreds of Sioux warriors raced through the brush behind him, coming 
together now to form an immense striking force.

There was a storm of gunfi re and Crazy Horse topped the rise to see 
a smoky fi ght in progress. A band of enemy scouts, forty men or more, 
were bunched tightly together in the middle of the plain, their horses 
whirling about in fright and confusion. Runs the Enemy and his braves 
were fi ring at them from two sides. More and more warriors topped the 
rise, spotting the fi ght and charging onto the plain.

Crazy Horse scanned the horizon beyond the fi ght. Nothing. No sign 
of the white soldiers. 

Still over the next hill, he thought. By the river. But there was no hope 
of surprising them. And meanwhile, the wicked Crow and Shoshone 
spies were delaying the Sioux attack. The fi ghting continued, rifl es 
blasting, clouds of white smoke and grey dust rising up from the plain, 
shouts, cries, more Sioux and Cheyenne warriors riding into the battle, 
anxious to fi ght. Enemy scouts fell from their horses, the survivors 
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surrounded, outnumbered. The Crow scouts fi nally turned their horses 
and bolted east, over the hills and back toward the river.

Raising his rifl e over his head, Crazy Horse shouted and kicked his 
war horse into a full gallop, swarms of warriors racing behind him, the 
pounding of hooves hammering the earth with a roar like thunder. Crazy 
Horse slowed as he neared the top of the next rise, stopped, and quickly 
assessed the scene. The ridge overlooked a steep canyon, heavily wooded 
to the north, a blue river winding through the bottom. The white army 
was camped beside the river, cooking fi res still burning, men running in 
every direction like ants from a ruined nest.

Rather than charge the camp, the Sioux riders stopped their charge at 
the top of the ridge, a long line of whooping, bristling warriors, and 
began fi ring down upon the soldiers.

White men’s war, Crazy Horse thought. White men’s ways . . .
At fi rst there was little return fi re from the confused and startled 

soldiers. But then they slowly became more organized, fi ring sporadically 
at fi rst, and then more earnestly. The soldiers were in a poor tactical 
position in the bottom of the canyon, and the white general knew it. 
Under heavy fi re from the Indians, several hundred soldiers ran for their 
horses. The remaining troopers increased their fi re, covering the mounted 
soldiers who began an assault on the ridge. The Sioux and Cheyenne 
fi red ferociously, then wheeled their horses and raced back across the 
shallow plain to the top of a second ridge. The fi ghting was already more 
than an hour old but now the battle began in deadly earnest. The soldiers 
attempted a mounted charge across the plain but the Sioux, fi ring hotly, 
drove them back. Minutes later Runs the Enemy galloped onto the plain 
with four hundred warriors. It was a cavalry maneuver but with the 
advantage of Indian riding skills. Rather than sitting upright upon their 
ponies and providing fi ne targets the way soldiers did, the Two Kettle 
braves clung to the sides of their mounts, fi ring beneath the animals’ 
necks and giving the soldiers nothing to aim at.

As the Two Kettle warriors turned and raced back toward the top of 
the ridge, three or four hundred soldiers abruptly left the fi ght, turning 
their horses north and galloping away. 

Crazy Horse frowned as he watched them leave, puzzled and wary 
by their unexpected departure. 

Were they retreating? 
Was it some sort of trick? 
Crazy Horse pondered the wisdom of it. With the battle evenly 

matched, why would the white general suddenly send so many 
men away?

As he wondered what trickery the white men were attempting, the 
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Cheyenne warriors Good Weasel and Black Twin galloped up, their 
horses lathered with sweat, pointing at the departing troopers.

“Do not be fooled!” Good Weasel exclaimed. “They are not retreating! 
They believe our village is nearby, along the river. They believe that by 
attacking the village they will force us to quit fi ghting and ride to the 
defense of our women and children.”

Crazy Horse nodded. It was a trick. “Let them ride!” he said. “They’ll 
fi nd nothing but sagebrush and pine trees.”

The hot sun moved slowly across the sky, unnoticed as the battle wore 
on. Rifl es cracked and roared, covering the plain like a great rolling 
thunder. A few warriors took minor hits. Some were killed outright or fell 
to die slowly in the brush. A haze of dust and gun smoke rose up over the 
plain like the cloud of a deadly storm, the air becoming thick and hard to 
breathe, fi lled with the acrid smell of burnt gunpowder. Crazy Horse 
galloped back and forth, shouting encouragement, giving instructions, 
keeping his braves organized, curbing their instinctive desire to 
demonstrate their bravery by attacking the soldiers individually.

Late in the day there were a series of shouts and a band of Cheyenne 
warriors made a mounted sweep across the plain, fi ring hotly as they raced 
through the brush. As the braves turned, a man’s horse was shot from under 
him. The warrior hit the ground hard, rolled, quickly leaped to his feet, 
stranded and helpless in the middle of the plain. Crazy Horse galloped to 
the end of the ridge and looked down. The stranded warrior was Comes in 
Sight, a Cheyenne chief. Soldiers fi red maniacally at the chief, but Comes in 
Sight refused to be frightened. As if willing himself to the Spirits, he turned 
and defi antly faced the enemy, crossing his arms and holding his head high 
as bullets snapped the air and kicked up puffs of dust at his feet.

There was a chorus of shouts and a rider abruptly galloped down 
from the hill and onto the plain. Warriors along the ridgeline began fi ring 
even more rapidly to protect the racing rider, the white soldiers angrily 
trying to shoot him down. With a start, Crazy Horse realized that the 
speeding rider was not a warrior at all . . . it was a woman! It was Buffalo 
Calf Road Woman, Comes in Sight’s sister. Crazy Horse knew the woman 
had followed the war party from the village, and now she was racing to 
rescue her brother, galloping across the plain in defi ance of the soldiers 
and their cracking rifl es.

Comes in Sight saw his sister and began to run. As she neared, he 
jumped upon a rock and propelled himself into the air just as his sister 
passed, leaping onto the back of her horse. The soldiers fi red vainly as 
the riders escaped, galloping back up the slope to safety. The stunning 
act of bravery excited and inspired the warriors, who began fi ring with 
even more ferocity, rifl es chattering, and men dropping. 
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With the soldiers’ force depleted and the white men growing tired in 
the heat of the sun, Crazy Horse was considering a fi nal, overwhelming 
charge against the army when Kicking Bear galloped up beside him.

“More soldiers are coming!” the warrior reported, pointing. “Riding 
from the west!”

Crazy Horse wheeled his horse around and rode to a high vantage 
point. A few hundred soldiers—those who had ridden off in search of the 
Sioux village!—had returned and were riding in to attack the Indians 
from behind. Crazy Horse thought quickly. Turning to face the new 
threat would divide his force and trap the warriors between two enemy 
armies. He looked into the sky: the sun was nearing the western horizon. 
In a few hours it would be dark. The time for fi ghting was nearing its 
end. He turned and signaled for several warriors to join him.

“Spread out,” he instructed them.  “Tell every man to ride south at once.”
The messengers kicked their horses and quickly began passing the 

message. Within minutes, hundreds of Sioux and Cheyenne warriors were 
loping southward, a few men pausing to fi re a fi nal shot or two at the 
exhausted soldiers. The warriors whooped happily as they rode away.

The white army had not been destroyed. But Crazy Horse knew that 
his men had hurt the white army, stung them, bruised them . . . killed 
many. He knew the soldiers would not follow.

They were no longer a threat to the roaming village.

***
The young boys listened to the story with wide eyes. As Crazy Horse 

fi nished the tale, one of the boys leaped to his feet, his chest out and his 
head high.

“I want to ride with you next time,” he said. “I want to fi ght the 
bluecoat soldiers!”

One of the others pushed the boy playfully. “I think you will be too 
scared,” he said.

“Yes,” another chimed in. “I think you will be scared and that you will 
wet yourself! We will have to call you ‘Rides Wet From the Enemy!’ ”

The offended boy turned, blushing, and tackled his antagonist. A 
moment later all of the boys but one were rolling head-over-heels in the tall 
grass, wrestling playfully. The lone stalwart looked up at the war chief and 
shrugged apologetically as if to say, my friends are not so very smart . . .

Crazy Horse rode close to the bank and motioned for the boy to jump 
up behind him. With wide eyes the boy hopped onto the back of the 
great war horse.

“You and I will hunt for a fat sage hen,” Crazy Horse said, “and see if 
we can catch it. We’ll pretend that it’s a white soldier.”
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They rode out of the river and by the time the other boys realized 
they were gone, the pair was already out of sight.

FIELD NOTES: 
The army regiment attacked by Crazy Horse on the banks of Rosebud 

Creek was the Fifth Cavalry of the United States Army. Under the 
command of General George Crook, the Fifth Cavalry was the third of 
three columns marching toward the Little Bighorn Valley. Because he 
held his ground and forced the Indians to retreat, Crook declared the 
Battle of Rosebud Creek—sometimes referred to as the “Battle of the 
Rosebud”—a tactical victory for the U.S. Army. Crazy Horse, however, 
was simply attempting to prevent the army from fi nding and attacking 
the roaming Sioux village, which had previously moved from along the 
Rosebud to the Little Bighorn Valley, sixty miles away. In this he was 
successful. Though Crook’s losses were light, he abandoned his march 
and with his regiment returned to his supply base at Goose Creek, 
Wyoming Territory, where he remained for six weeks.

The exact number of casualties on either side are unknown, but 
approximately twenty-eight of Crook’s men were killed and another fi fty-
six wounded. Crazy Horse lost an estimated thirty-fi ve warriors, with sixty 
wounded. These were extraordinarily large numbers for the Indians, who 
rarely lost more than two or three braves during a typical raid, and to whom 
the loss of even fi ve or six was considered devastating. Notwithstanding 
these losses, the Sioux considered the battle a great victory.

Crook’s men fi red more than twenty-fi ve thousand rounds of 
ammunition during the day-long fi ght, scoring about one hit for every 
two hundred fi fty shots fi red. It has been estimated that—counting all 
the costs of the campaign—the U.S. Army paid about one million dollars 
for each Indian warrior killed that day.

Because of Buffalo Calf Road Woman’s bravery in rescuing her 
brother, the Cheyenne referred to the Rosebud battle by the name, 
“Where the Girl Saved Her Brother.”

Neither General Terry nor Custer was aware of the Rosebud fi ght—or 
of Crook’s subsequent withdrawal—as they continued their march 
toward the Little Bighorn Valley.
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Chapter Three

Benteen

Captain Frederick Benteen longed for a drink.
Fishing a bandana from his pocket he wiped his face, cursing 

the interminable dust and the maddening swarms of bugs that 
hovered over the regiment like great clouds of doom and destruction. The 
sun blazed like a furnace overhead, baking the weary troopers and their 
horses as they plodded along in a dusty column nearly a mile long.

Just a swallow, he thought. That was all he needed . . . a single swallow 
of bourbon to wet his throat and improve his temper. 

Like many troopers on the frontier, Benteen was an incorrigible binge 
drinker. He often endured long dry spells, followed by periods of 
excessive intake, using alcohol as compensatation for cheerless duty and 
excruciatingly oppressive marches. He could have used such 
compensation now and would have happily settled for a mere thimbleful 
of liquor . . . though he would have preferred a fl ask, a bottle, or even a 
whole barrel if he could have found one.

Benteen was acutely unhappy. He was unhappy with the dust, the 
bugs, the sun, the men. He was unhappy with his assignment, unhappy 
with his duty. When it came right down to it, he was unhappy with the 
entire expedition . . . the expedition and everything associated with it.

He slapped at a bug and cussed beneath his breath. The truth of the 
matter, he refl ected, was that he was unhappy with a lot of things. Maybe 
even most things. The hell of it was that he did not consider chronic 
dissatisfaction a weakness of character as much as it was simply the price 
of being a Benteen. Dissonance was as much a part of his heritage as the 
smooth pudgy cheeks, buggy blue eyes, and curly blond hair that were 
the distinguishing characteristics of all Benteen men. During the 
Revolutionary War, Benteen’s family had gone against the grain of the 
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community and remained loyal to the Crown, angering their friends and 
alienating their neighbors in the process. 

Later, on the eve of the Civil War, Frederick announced his intention 
to join the Army of the Potomac. This so angered his father, a staunch 
supporter of southern rights, that the elder Benteen declared, “I hope 
that the very fi rst bullet of the war strikes you dead . . . and by God, I 
hope it’s a Benteen who shoots you!”

During the War, Benteen distinguished himself in the Tenth Missouri 
Volunteer Cavalry and quickly rose to the rank of captain. His specialty 
was capturing Confederate steamships as they hauled enemy troops and 
their supplies up and down the Mississippi River. At the time, facilities 
for securing prisoners were few and far between, and most enemy 
prisoners were set free after brief incarcerations. One of the few exceptions 
was the chief engineer of the steamship Fair Play. The man in question 
was Theodore C. Benteen, Frederick’s father, and the younger Benteen 
arranged for his enraged father to be held indefi nitely.

Benteen senior was certain that his son was acting out of spite. And 
Frederick never attempted to convince the man otherwise, never tried to 
assure the man that he simply intended to keep him out of harm’s way.

“I’ve always rubbed people the wrong way,” Benteen once confi ded 
to a friend. “I’ve always been one to rub against the grain and fl y against 
the angles.” And then with a shrug of nonchalance, no trace of remorse 
or apology in his voice, “But I’ve never been content to follow the whim 
of the moment . . . it would be against my very nature to do so.”

There was no one, Benteen refl ected, who believed that sentiment 
more than Brevet General George Armstrong Custer.

Benteen was Custer’s senior captain, a brevet colonel, and the 
commander of Company H. He had been with the general for nine years 
now. There were few men who had ridden as many miles with Custer, 
and fewer still whose feelings for the general were as harsh or as critical. 

Things really ought to have been different, Benteen thought. Indeed, 
there were times when Benteen and Custer almost came close to seeing 
eye-to-eye on matters. If their relationship weren’t clouded by other issues, 
the fi erceness and tenacity with which they battled at poker alone should 
have been enough to merit a grudging respect toward one another. And 
despite the friction that arose from their ambitious, competitive 
personalities, with a minimum of effort the two men could have approached 
a degree of cordiality. Perhaps even managed a shaky friendship. 

But any chance of that was destroyed at Washita.
Benteen still seethed at the mere thought of the debacle. Though 

Benteen’s company had been the last to be brought forward before the 
attack, it was the fi rst to actually charge into the Indian village. Benteen 




