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Reality and Myth: Little Bighorn and General George A. Custer

Introductory Comments:

Along with Wild Bill Hickock, Annie Oakley, Calamity Jane, and Wyatt Earp, Goerge Armstrong Custer has been launched into what one historian calls, “mythic immortality.” The public perception of George Custer has been shaped over the last century through print and especially film interpretation of the battle at which he died.  To successfully analyze any film for historical content students must be familiar with what some historians believe are the facts of the event being portrayed, the historical background of the event, key players, and the time period in which the film was made.  In Custer’s case, interpretation of the battle at Little Bighorn started with biased newspaper accounts proclaiming a “massacre”.  The accounts of the survivors of this “massacre,” namely the Indians, were not originally taken seriously.  The Custer legend spread among the non-Native American population through Buffalo Bill Cody’s live performances, silent films, talkies, and eventually full color.  Custer’s personality and the specifics of his Last Stand have been altered to fit the moods of the eras in which the tale is retold.  For example, just prior to U.S. entry into WWII, Custer received positive attention portrayed as a heroic all-American military figure.  The screenwriter of one early 1940s Custer film assured his nervous producer, “all possible consideration was given the construction of a story which would have the best effect upon public morale in these present days of national crisis.”
[1]  In contrast, the film “Little Big Man” presented General Custer as an arrogant lunatic meaning to reflect the author’s dissatisfaction with U.S. leadership during the Vietnam era.  With a solid grasp of events leading up to Little Bighorn, an understanding of the era, and familiarity with the different perspectives of those involved, students can become actively involved in history related films rather than passive observers.

Theme(s):  

Over the century since his death, General George Armstrong Custer has been raised to a position of “mythic immortality;” a position not based on fact.   

However real they may seem, movies based on historical events are often a producer’s interpretation containing little historical value.  In other words, don’t believe everything that you see.

Hook:

Various visual depictions of the Battle at little Bighorn (make sure they contradict each other!) will be presented in conjunction with a discussion about how history is subject to interpretation.  See “Resources” for where to find the images.  

Standards Covered:

8.5-3:  Students analyze U.S. foreign policy in terms of the major treaties with Indian 

Nations…  

8.8: Students analyze the divergent paths of the American people from 1800 to the mid 

1800s and the challenges they faced, with emphasis on the West.

Organization/Timeline:  Two and one half days.  One day for discussion of facts and visual representations of Little Bighorn in addition to a brief explanation of the history of the event.  The second day will be devoted to watching and discussing portions of two films that illustrate the differences between history and popular entertainment.  On the third day, students will participate in an activity that will serve as a means of evaluating what information they retained from the lesson.

Resources Needed:

• Map of Indian Reservations and Battles- pg. 645 of Call to Freedom, Holt Rinehart and 

Winston 8th grade history text

• Various visual depictions of the Battle at Little Bighorn 

(including paintings, prints, and movie posters)


-for great color images see Charles E. Rankin. Legacy: New Perspectives on the 

Battle of the Little Bighorn.  Montana Historical Society Press, 1996.   

• “The Battle of Little Bighorn: An Eyewitness Account by the Lakota Chief Red Horse”


-from www.pbs.org
• “The Custer Massacre” Harper’s Weekly. August 5, 1876

• Film summaries: “They Died with Their Boots On”: Excerpt from “Correct in Every Detail: General Custer in Hollywood.” Montana: The Magazine of Western History. (Winter, 1991). Pages 244-47 

• Timeline of major treaties and events in the west leading up to 1876

• Outline of events leading up to Little Bighorn and the battle itself

• Videos: (not to be shown in class in their entirety)

-“They Died with Their Boots On.” Producer: Hal B. Wallis; Director: Raoul Walsh. 140 minutes. Warner Brothers, 1941

-“500 Nations” (Vol. 7): “Roads Across the Plains: Struggle for the West” Producer: Jim Wilson and Kevin Costner; Director: Jack Leustig. 60 minutes. TIG Productions, 1994.

Content:

Day 1:  Students are asked to recall as much information as they can about the Battle at 

Little Bighorn, General Custer, Sitting Bull, and Crazy Horse.  I record their outbursts as they call them out on the board.  I then present the class with various visual interpretations of the event via overhead and explain that history is subject to interpretation.  It is important to ask the class what information they are able to glean from the images in regard to the battle and how they think the images might have influenced the public in 1886.

Students are then given a copy of a timeline of major Plains Indian legislation leading up to Little Bighorn.  I briefly go over the timeline emphasizing the 1868 Fort Laramie Treaty.  Students should notice a common theme and repetition of events:  white emigration westward leads to taking over Native lands, which leads to treaties, which leads to reservations.  Discovery of anything valuable on land reserved for Indian use leads to treaty violations.  Students should also be familiar with the formal definition of a treaty and its significance. (Treaties are made with independent/foreign nations…this includes Indian Nations)

The basic story of events leading up to Custer’s Last Stand is retold using an overhead (see attached).  For the remainder of class, students read two articles.  One is an eyewitness account of the battle and the other serves as an example of popular attitudes toward Native Americans and the time.  Artworks portraying the battle from two perspectives remain displayed via overhead projection while the class reads.     

Day 2:
Movie Day.  Class begins with a brief character introduction followed by the 

final half hour to twenty minutes of “They Died with Their Boots On.” The video should be queued to the scene following Custer’s presentation to the Senate approximately 90 minutes into the film. This presentation should be followed by the last ten minutes of “Roads Across the Plains.”  All/any remaining class time is devoted to discussion.

Film Summary:

For summary of “They Died With Their Boots On” please see attached 

article. (Hutton, Paul A. “Correct in Every Detail: General Custer in Hollywood.” Montana: The Magazine of Western History. (Winter, 1991) Pages 244-247.  This article includes a section in which the film’s historical inaccuracies are addressed.  The section of the film used in class features some interesting interaction between the heroic Custer, his comedic friend “Californy”, and the General’s dramatic demise at Little Bighorn.  The stereotypical representations of Native Americans in the film should also be noted.    

In the film, “Roads Across the Plains” from the “500 Nations” series, the Battle at Little Bighorn is portrayed in the last ten minutes of the video.  As opposed to “They Died with Their Boots On”, “Roads Across the Plains” describes the event from the Native American perspective.  Using written accounts of the surviving Indian participants and a combination of artistic renderings and modern battlefield footage, “500 Nations” does an excellent job.  In showing this film after “They Died with Their Boots On,” I hope to set the stage for a class discussion in which the students compare the dramatic differences between the ways in which Custer’s Last Stand was portrayed.    

Discussion Questions:
1. What were the obvious differences between the two films?

One film was filled with historical inaccuracies deliberately made to make the film more appealing to the public.  “They Died with Their Boots On” was released just before the American entry into WWII and as a result emphasizes characteristics of an ideal soldier personified by the movie version of George Custer.  The other film was a documentary.  As opposed to glorifying Custer, the film portrayed him as a victim of his time; motivated by greed and a selfish need for glory.  “Roads Across the Plains” also contained eyewitness accounts of the survivors of Little Bighorn, the Indians.

2. How has the memory of General Custer been preserved?  

Hopefully this question can be answered using the class’ responses from the question asked at the beginning of the lesson.  What did they “know” about Custer and Little Bighorn before the lesson?

3. What information did you gather from yesterday’s readings?

The Harper’s Weekly article contained some controversial words!  The author identifies Custer as “brave and gallant” and the Indians as “savages.”  Though critical of government policy, the article categorizes the relationship between the U.S. and Indian Nations as parent and child.  The author rationalizes his criticisms of sub-par U.S. policy regarding Indians in the interest of “our own good faith and humanity, the lives of our soldiers and frontier settlers…” 

Evaluation/Activity:
Day 3:
For the first 15-20 minutes of class, students are instructed to form groups of 3 or 4.  They are provided with art supplies and instructed to create their own visual representations of Little Bighorn taking into account what they have learned in the past 2 days.  Students should compare how their depictions differ from images popular in the 1880s when presenting them to the class.

A History of the Plains Indians

(from www.pbs.org/itvs/homeland/timeline.html)

1640-1658 - First recorded contact with the Dakota tribes of the Sioux by Jesuits in the area of present-day Green Bay, Wisconsin, and in the forests in southern Minnesota.

1775 - The Continental Congress establishes a Committee on Indian Affairs, appointing commissioners to create peace treaties with the Indians.

1803 - Louisiana Purchase brings a greater number of trading posts into Indian Territory. As a result, fur trading becomes an important part of Oglala Indian life, expanding the Lakota influence as far west as the Big Horn Mountains in Wyoming and south to the Platte River in Nebraska. 

1804 - The Sioux and other tribes encounter the Lewis and Clark expedition.

1817 - American traders began to compete with Native American tribes for the buffalo fur business. 

1824 - The U.S. Secretary of War establishes the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA), which does not receive congressional authorization until 1934.

1825 - A treaty is established between the U.S. and the Oglala branch of the Teton Sioux (Lakota) regarding fur trade, signed for the Oglala by Standing Buffalo (aka Standing Bull). The 1825 treaty states that the Sioux and Oglala "...reside within the territorial limits of the United States, acknowledge their supremacy, and claim their protection. The said bands also admit the right of the United States to regulate all trade..." 

1830 - The Indian Removal Act forces Native Americans living east of the Mississippi River to abandon their homes and move into the newly established Indian Territory to the west. The Cherokee tribe resists and sues the U.S. They are granted the right to stay on their land in two key Supreme Court cases, however, President Andrew Jackson ignores the court order and sends troops in to force Cherokee removal.

1834 - Four thousand Oglala people relocate to Fort Laramie to boost their fur trade with white people.

1838 - Over 18,000 Cherokees are forcibly removed from their land and resettled west of the Mississippi, in what is referred to as the "Trail of Tears."

1840s - An increasing flow of emigrants to Oregon and California bring cholera, smallpox, and measles to the Indians as well as accelerated buffalo hunting for the fur trade.

1848 - The California Gold Rush begins, increasing Western expansion across former Native American lands. As a result of the white migration, the number of California Indians is reduced from 120,000 in 1850 to 20,000 in 1880. Changes brought on by gold miners affects the way Indians had traditionally procured their food, thus they begin raiding mining camps for food, and the miners retaliate with violence. By 1851, the California governor supports a policy of Indian extermination in response to problems caused to miners.

1849 - The U.S. government purchases Fort Laramie from the American Fur Company and brings in troops. 

1851 - Fort Laramie Treaty of 1851 between the U.S. and various Indian tribes describes the tribes' territories and allows U.S. passage across the land in exchange for payment. The U.S. establishes Fort Defiance in Arizona on lands considered sacred by the Navajo. Violent confrontations begin between the U.S. and the Navajo.

1855 - On September 3, Colonel William Harney leads 1,300 soldiers in the massacre of an entire Brulé village in response to Indians killing 30 soldiers, who were killed in retribution for the murder of Chief Conquering Bear in a dispute over a cow.

1860-1868 - Increased attacks on civilian wagon trains, led largely by Cheyenne Chief Roman Nose, causes the U.S. to provide military escorts to emigrants traveling to Oregon through the Powder River Basin, from the Black Hills (known to the Indians as Paha Sapa) on the east to the Big Horn Mountains in Wyoming on the west.

1861 - The U.S. Civil War begins. Many Native American tribes side with the Confederates, who promise to respect Indian sovereignty. At the end of the war, the U.S. punishes the tribes by forcing them to cede (transfer) land.

1862 - The Homestead Act encourages a flood of settlers to move through Indian lands. August 18 sees the start of the Sioux Uprising (or Santee War) in Minnesota, driving many Sioux westward. 

1863 - U.S. General Patrick Conner leads massacre of 278 Paiute Indians in their village in Nevada. 

1864 - Massacre at Sand Creek on November 29 results in over 130 Indians dead and mutilated. Legendary trapper, scout, soldier and Indian agent Kit Carson forces the surrender of Navajos, and thousands of Navajos must walk 350 miles eastward (called the "Long Walk") from their home in Arizona to Fort Sumner, New Mexico, where they remain in disease-ridden imprisonment until 1868.

1865 - Escalation of the Plains War between the U.S. military and the Sioux and Cheyenne. Ultimately, the Sioux under Red Cloud and Sitting Bull, and the Cheyenne under Roman Nose and Dull Knife, fight and harass the U.S. troops and drive them out of the territory. Nine treaties signed at the end of the year signal the supposed end of the Plains War, despite the fact that none of the war chiefs had signed.

1866 - General Sheridan takes command of U.S. forces in the West, stating the policy of exterminating the buffalo herds crucial to Indian survival: "Kill the buffalo and you kill the Indians."

1866-1868 - Red Cloud leads the Sioux and several allied tribes in all-out war against the U.S. military (known as "Red Cloud's War") to close the Bozeman Trail that passed through buffalo hunting grounds in the Big Horn Territory from northeast Wyoming into Montana. In the 1866 Fetterman Massacre, 80 U.S. troops are lured out of Fort Phil Kearny and slaughtered by Indians led by Red Cloud and Crazy Horse. Eventually, the U.S. admits defeat and sues for peace, the only time Indian leaders defeat the United States in an extended all-out war.
1867 - The Treaty of Medicine Lodge between the U.S. and the Cheyenne and Arapaho forces the two tribes to move to a reservation in Indian Territory, on land that was ceded by Indian tribes to the U.S. after the end of the Civil War.

1868 - Fort Laramie Treaty of 1868 between the U.S. and the Indians creates the Great Sioux Reservation and reaffirms Sioux hunting rights. Renowned military leader General Armstrong Custer leads an attack on unarmed Cheyenne at the Washita River, killing mostly woman and children.
1869 - The Transcontinental Railroad cuts across Native American lands. 

1870 - In January, in the Massacre of the Marias, U.S. Soldiers slaughter 173 Blackfeet men, women and children on the Marias River in Montana, retaliation for the death of a white man and the wounding of his son. Later that year, due to disagreements about the implementation of the 1868 Fort Laramie Treaty, Red Cloud and Spotted Tail negotiate with President Ulysses S. Grant in Washington, D.C. It is reaffirmed that the Sioux (and other tribes) could live in the Powder River country, as well as hunt in it.

1872-1875 - The Lakota, with their Cheyenne and Arapaho allies, drive the Crow out of eastern Montana because of intertribal competition for the shrinking hunting grounds for buffalo.

1872 - In August, two U.S. railroad survey teams, each accompanied by about 500 troops, head into eastern Montana and are attacked by bands led by Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse, with few casualties, but severe consequences. General William Sherman testified before Congress in March: "This railroad is a national enterprise, and we are forced to protect the men during its survey and construction, through, probably, the most warlike nation of Indians on this continent, who will fight for every foot of the line."

1873 - In August, the Red Cloud and Spotted Tail agencies move to the White River in northwest Nebraska next to Fort Robinson, living mostly on government rations. That same summer, an Oglala hunting party encounters some white buffalo hunters, who kill Whistler, a famous and friendly chief, and two other Oglalas. The Lakota and Pawnee escalate their ongoing war over the dwindling number of buffalo when Lakotas attack a Pawnee camp, killing 50 men, women and children and stealing their buffalo meat and skins. The Lakota also fight with the Crow tribe over hunting grounds in Montana. In addition, a skirmish erupts between Hunkpapa, Oglala, Miniconjous, Sans Arcs, and Cheyennes, led overall by Sitting Bull, and a railroad survey team led by General Custer, with a large military escort. Miners looking for gold in the Black Hills are frequently attacked by Indians.

1874 - Custer leads a large expedition, including 1,000 troops, into the Black Hills to explore and set up military posts. The expedition, which also includes geologists, finds gold and publicizes their discovery, leading to a massive influx of prospectors to the area. In September, the U.S. military are ordered to stop miners from trespassing on the Sioux Reservation.

1875 - There are 15,000 miners in the Black Hills at the beginning of the year. In spring, Red Cloud, Spotted Tail and other chiefs are summoned to Washington to meet with President Grant and discuss the Black Hills. The Indians argue among themselves about how to deal with the situation and nothing is resolved. The U.S. Senate Commission visits the Nebraska Agencies to offer $6 million for purchase of the Black Hills, but the Indians refuse. By November, President Grant abandons any attempts to keep the miners out of the Black Hills, ultimately reversing the U.S. position by protecting the miners and settlers. On December, 6, 1875, the U.S. Commissioner on Indian Affairs orders the Lakota onto the reservation by a Jan. 31, 1876, deadline, threatening to treat them as "hostiles" and have them arrested. Some Sioux, scattered during the harsh winter, don't receive the order.

1876 - On February 1, the Secretary of the Interior relinquishes jurisdiction over all so-called "hostile" Sioux - meaning those off the reservation lands - to the War Department. The Army is ordered in for the 1876 War that ensues, which includes the famous Battle of the Little Big Horn. In October, the Treaty of 1876 between the U.S. and the Sioux Nation of Indians, the Northern Arapaho and Cheyenne Indians is signed, despite protests of the majority of the tribes, and enacted into law by Congress in February the following year. 

1877 - The Wolf Mountain Battle occurs in January. Crazy Horse is killed at Fort Robinson in September, after volunteering to come to the fort to discuss ongoing conflicts. That same month, Red Cloud and Spotted Tail travel to Washington to meet with President Rutherford B. Hayes, receiving his promise that they could choose their own permanent settlement site within the reservation, which now excluded the Black Hills.

1878 - The Pine Ridge and Rosebud agencies (later made into reservations) are created in June.

1879 - The Carlisle Indian School is founded in Pennsylvania, in an aggressive U.S. government campaign to "civilize" Indian children. Children from reservations across the West are sent to the school in order to assimilate into white culture. This assimilation includes cutting their hair, burning their clothing and forcing them to wear European American dress. They are forbidden to speak their Native language, and punishment for infractions is severe. The school is a breeding ground for disease, and many children die there.

1881 - Chief Sitting Bull and 186 of his followers return from Canada and surrender at Fort Buford. The chief is imprisoned for two years instead of being pardoned, as promised.

1887 - The Dawes Act divides tribal land into individual allotted tracts, destroying tribal relations in an attempt to promote assimilation into white culture. Those tracts not allotted to individual Native families could be leased to whites, further reducing the size of Sioux lands. From 1887 to 1920, Indian reservation lands shrink to one half their pre-allotment size.

1888 - Red Cloud invites the Jesuits to the reservation to establish a school for Lakota children in order to avoid sending children off the reservation.

1890 - Sitting Bull is killed in his home while being arrested for allowing his people to participate in the Ghost Dance. On December 29, the Wounded Knee massacre occurs when Miniconjou Indians under Spotted Elk (aka Big Foot), returning from the Ghost Dance via Pine Ridge, are searched and disarmed by U.S. soldiers. After a single shot kills a U.S. officer, the soldiers go on a rampage and kill the chief and over 300 Indian men, women and children, many running for their lives.

1894 - The U.S. Army imprisons "hostile" Hopi leaders in military facilities on Alcatraz Island.

1898 - The Curtis Act re-affirms allotment of tribal lands on Indian reservations and ends tribal sovereignty in the territories. 

1906 - The Act for the Preservation of American Antiquities makes excavation, theft or destruction of historic or prehistoric ruins or objects of antiquity on federal lands a criminal offense. Dead Indians and Indian artifacts are defined as "archeological resources," thus considered federal property.

1907 - Oklahoma becomes the 46th state, opening the former Indian Territory to further white settlement.

1910 - Plains tribes, revive the traditional Sun Dance, the communal religious ceremony conducted by many of the Plains Indians who hunted buffalo in the 18th and 19th centuries.

1924 - Congress passes the Indian Citizenship Act, granting U.S. citizenship to Native Americans. 

1934 - The Indian Reorganization Act puts an end to the allotment policies of the 1887 Dawes Act. 

1935 - The Indian Arts and Crafts Board is funded under the U.S. Department of Indian Affairs to encourage Native arts and crafts and to certify the authenticity of Indian products. 

1950s - The U.S. government adopts the Federal Relocation Policy of "terminating" tribes: that is, settling all obligations, withdrawing federal support and closing reservations. Congress eventually terminates services to over 60 tribes across the country. Many tribal members are relocated to urban areas.

1961 - Over 500 Native Americans gather for the American Indian Chicago Conference to support tribal sovereignty and survival. That same year, the National Indian Youth Council forms, considered by some to be a militant organization. Many other organizations supporting Native Americans are founded throughout the 1960s. 

1968 - Title II of the Civil Rights Act gives full civil rights to individuals living under tribal law. It effectively reversed the 1896 Supreme Court decision, which declared that individuals living under tribal governments were not protected by the Bill of Rights. The American Indian Movement (AIM) is founded in Minneapolis to address the needs of Native peoples, renew tribal spirituality, and reverse destructive governmental policies.

1969 - Beginning in November, a small group of Native Americans called the Indians of All Tribes occupy Alcatraz Island for two years to create a greater awareness of the deplorable circumstances of Indians in the U.S. The island of Alcatraz was the site of a military prison from 1863 to 1933, and a federal prison from 1934 to 1963.

1970 - President Richard Nixon formally ends the termination policies established in the 1950s. Dee Brown publishes Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee. Since its initial publication, over five million copies of the controversial book have been sold around the world.

1972 - In the fall, AIM supporters organize "The Trail of Broken Treaties," for which thousands of Indians drive to Washington, D.C., and occupy the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) headquarters, demanding that the U.S. recognize tribal sovereignty and self-determination.

1973-76 - AIM supporters occupy Wounded Knee in 1973, demanding a congressional investigation of Native American problems. Federal officers are sent in, and during the ensuing gunfights, two Indians are killed and several people on both sides are injured. In the three years following The Second Siege of Wounded Knee, 61 AIM supporters are killed on or near the Pine Ridge Reservation, despite ongoing FBI investigations. In a controversial ruling, Leonard Peltier is convicted and imprisoned for the 1975 killing of two FBI agents.

1975 - The Indian Self-Determination and Education Assistance Act gives Native Americans more control in administering federal programs and services to their people.

1977-78 - U.S. Congress passes a series of approximately 50 laws that help redefine tribal issues regarding water rights, fishing rights and land acquisition. Some land is returned to the tribes, and issues of self-governance are further clarified.

1978 - The Indian Child Welfare Act ends the discrimination that prevented Native Americans from acting as foster parents or qualifying for adoption. It also provides Indian communities with child welfare and family services. The American Indian Religious Freedom Act finally reverses U.S. policies outlawing certain tribal rituals and shamanic practices.

1980 - The Supreme Court rules that the U.S. owes the Lakota Sioux interest from a 1877 payment as compensation for taking the Black Hills, originally part of Indian lands. The Lakota reject the payment, hoping to reclaim the Black Hills from the U.S.

1989 - The National Museum of the American Indian Act orders the Smithsonian Institute to return Native American remains to American Indian tribes. 

1990 - The Native American Grave Protection and Repatriation Act protects Indian gravesites on federal public lands against looting. The Indian Arts and Crafts Act, which goes into effect in 1996, finally protects the work of Indian artists, an effort that began in 1935.

1992 - The celebration of the 500th anniversary of the arrival of Christopher Columbus to the Americas prompts protests from many Native American tribes and supporters.

1997 - Corporation for Public Broadcasting establishes Native American Public Telecommunications, Inc., (NAPT) to promote, produce and distribute Native American television and radio programming.

1999 - On March 22, Sioux people establish the Oceti Sakowin spiritual camp on La Framboise Island in the Missouri River near Pierre, South Dakota, in protest of the treaty-breaking Danklow Acts (Terrestrial Wildlife Habitat Restoration Act and Water Resources Development Authorization), which give 200,000 acres of tribal lands to the state of South Dakota.

On July 7, 1999, President William Clinton visits the Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota for a "nation to nation" business meeting and tours the reservation's housing facilities. The president signs a pact with Oglala leaders establishing an empowerment zone and participates in a conference on home ownership and economic development for Native Americans.

2000 - On January 16, the activist group Grass Roots Oyate begins its occupation of the Red Cloud Building at the Oglala Sioux Tribal Headquarters, Pine Ridge Reservation, in protest of what they deem the corrupt, oppressive and ineffective politics of tribal leadership. Federal officials remove financial records the following day, and the elected tribal president was eventually suspended. The activists vow to continue the occupation until their demands are met.

In September 2000, the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) determine that bones of the 9,000 year-old human remains known as Kennewick Man, found in the Columbia River in Washington, be returned to the five Indian tribes that have claimed him as their ancient ancestor, as determined by the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act of 1990.

Battle at Little Bighorn, June 25, 1876

Time and Place:

 In 1876 most citizens of the United States were celebrating 100 years of independence from England.  The ideas of progress and patriotism were in vogue. The centennial celebration in Philadelphia featured modern American advancements in technology such as Alexander Graham Bell’s telephone and glorified the completed transcontinental rail road.  Policy makers applied the idea of progress to human development claiming Native Americans to be “uncivilized” and lower in the evolutionary chain.  Increasing European immigration in the east, the concept of Manifest Destiny, the Homestead Act (1862- dispensed “public” land to settlers) and discovery of gold in the west motivated westward migration and justified ill treatment of Indian populations who “got in the way of progress.”   

Background:

Since 1868 General George Armstrong Custer was in one of the commanders in a campaign meant to “pacify” Indian opposition to white encroachment in the plains.  In November Custer lead a surprise attack on Black Kettle’s Cheyenne camp on the Washita River in Oklahoma.  At the Battle of the Washita the Seventh Calvary troops killed dozens of men, women, and children and burned the camp.  The Southern Cheyenne would later celebrate Custer’s death, a man they referred to as “Woman Killer.”  


Between 1873 and 1876 Custer was involved in various skirmishes with Native American tribes who opposed the U.S. government’s reservation policy.  In 1874 he lead an expedition into the Black Hills (in violation of the 1868 Laramie Treaty) in search of gold.  The discoveries made during the expedition inspired non-native migration to the area.

In 1876, in response to the report that those Indians in opposition to the reservation system (lead by Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse) were gathering in the Northern Plains, General Custer, General George Crook, and General Alfred Terry made their way to Montana.  The regiments separated upon arrival in an attempt to surround the bands of Sioux, Arapahoe, and Cheyenne peoples camped at Little Bighorn River.  Unfortunately for Custer, he arrived first and separated the Seventh Cavalry into three battalions. One was told to scout around the south of the Indian camp and the remaining two were supposed to attack the camp from different positions.  The charge lead by Major Marcus Reno was stopped and forced to retreat.  Custer’s charge ended in utter disaster.  It is believed that Custer tragically underestimated the number of Indians camped at Little Bighorn and pitted his battalion against as many as 5000. After only thirty minutes of battle, 260 members of the Seventh Calvary (including Custer himself) and 150 Indians were killed.   

The Battle of Little Bighorn
An Eyewitness Account by the Lakota Chief Red Horse
recorded in pictographs and text
at the Cheyenne River Reservation, 1881

 

Five springs ago I, with many Sioux Indians, took down and packed up our tipis and moved from Cheyenne river to the Rosebud river, where we camped a few days; then took down and packed up our lodges and moved to the Little Bighorn river and pitched our lodges with the large camp of Sioux.

The Sioux were camped on the Little Bighorn river as follows: The lodges of the Uncpapas were pitched highest up the river under a bluff. The Santee lodges were pitched next. The Oglala's lodges were pitched next. The Brule lodges were pitched next. The Minneconjou lodges were pitched next. The Sans Arcs' lodges were pitched next. The Blackfeet lodges were pitched next. The Cheyenne lodges were pitched next. A few Arikara Indians were among the Sioux (being without lodges of their own). Two-Kettles, among the other Sioux (without lodges).

I was a Sioux chief in the council lodge. My lodge was pitched in the center of the camp. The day of the attack I and four women were a short distance from the camp digging wild turnips. Suddenly one of the women attracted my attention to a cloud of dust rising a short distance from camp. I soon saw that the soldiers were charging the camp. To the camp I and the women ran. When I arrived a person told me to hurry to the council lodge. The soldiers charged so quickly we could not talk (council). We came out of the council lodge and talked in all directions. The Sioux mount horses, take guns, and go fight the soldiers. Women and children mount horses and go, meaning to get out of the way.

Among the soldiers was an officer who rode a horse with four white feet. [This officer was evidently Capt. French, Seventh Cavalry.] The Sioux have for a long time fought many brave men of different people, but the Sioux say this officer was the bravest man they had ever fought. I don't know whether this was Gen. Custer or not. Many of the Sioux men that I hear talking tell me it was. I saw this officer in the fight many times, but did not see his body. It has been told me that he was killed by a Santee Indian, who took his horse. This officer wore a large-brimmed hat and a deerskin coat. This officer saved the lives of many soldiers by turning his horse and covering the retreat. Sioux say this officer was the bravest man they ever fought. I saw two officers looking alike, both having long yellowish hair.

Before the attack the Sioux were camped on the Rosebud river. Sioux moved down a river running into the Little Bighorn river, crossed the Little Bighorn river, and camped on its west bank.

This day [day of attack] a Sioux man started to go to Red Cloud agency, but when he had gone a short distance from camp he saw a cloud of dust rising and turned back and said he thought a herd of buffalo was coming near the village.

The day was hot. In a short time the soldiers charged the camp. [This was Maj. Reno's battalion of the Seventh Cavalry.] The soldiers came on the trail made by the Sioux camp in moving, and crossed the Little Bighorn river above where the Sioux crossed, and attacked the lodges of the Uncpapas, farthest up the river. The women and children ran down the Little Bighorn river a short distance into a ravine. The soldiers set fire to the lodges. All the Sioux now charged the soldiers and drove them in confusion across the Little Bighorn river, which was very rapid, and several soldiers were drowned in it. On a hill the soldiers stopped and the Sioux surrounded them. A Sioux man came and said that a different party of Soldiers had all the women and children prisoners. Like a whirlwind the word went around, and the Sioux all heard it and left the soldiers on the hill and went quickly to save the women and children.

From the hill that the soldiers were on to the place where the different soldiers [by this term Red-Horse always means the battalion immediately commanded by General Custer, his mode of distinction being that they were a different body from that first encountered] were seen was level ground with the exception of a creek. Sioux thought the soldiers on the hill [i.e., Reno's battalion] would charge them in rear, but when they did not the Sioux thought the soldiers on the hill were out of cartridges. As soon as we had killed all the different soldiers the Sioux all went back to kill the soldiers on the hill. All the Sioux watched around the hill on which were the soldiers until a Sioux man came and said many walking soldiers were coming near. The coming of the walking soldiers was the saving of the soldiers on the hill. Sioux can not fight the walking soldiers [infantry], being afraid of them, so the Sioux hurriedly left.

The soldiers charged the Sioux camp about noon. The soldiers were divided, one party charging right into the camp. After driving these soldiers across the river, the Sioux charged the different soldiers [i.e., Custer's] below, and drive them in confusion; these soldiers became foolish, many throwing away their guns and raising their hands, saying, "Sioux, pity us; take us prisoners." The Sioux did not take a single soldier prisoner, but killed all of them; none were left alive for even a few minutes. These different soldiers discharged their guns but little. I took a gun and two belts off two dead soldiers; out of one belt two cartridges were gone, out of the other five.

The Sioux took the guns and cartridges off the dead soldiers and went to the hill on which the soldiers were, surrounded and fought them with the guns and cartridges of the dead soldiers. Had the soldiers not divided I think they would have killed many Sioux. The different soldiers [i.e., Custer's battalion] that the Sioux killed made five brave stands. Once the Sioux charged right in the midst of the different soldiers and scattered them all, fighting among the soldiers hand to hand.

One band of soldiers was in rear of the Sioux. When this band of soldiers charged, the Sioux fell back, and the Sioux and the soldiers stood facing each other. Then all the Sioux became brave and charged the soldiers. The Sioux went but a short distance before they separated and surrounded the soldiers. I could see the officers riding in front of the soldiers and hear them shooting. Now the Sioux had many killed. The soldiers killed 136 and wounded 160 Sioux. The Sioux killed all these different soldiers in the ravine.

The soldiers charged the Sioux camp farthest up the river. A short time after the different soldiers charged the village below. While the different soldiers and Sioux were fighting together the Sioux chief said, "Sioux men, go watch soldiers on the hill and prevent their joining the different soldiers." The Sioux men took the clothing off the dead and dressed themselves in it. Among the soldiers were white men who were not soldiers. The Sioux dressed in the soldiers' and white men's clothing fought the soldiers on the hill.

The banks of the Little Bighorn river were high, and the Sioux killed many of the soldiers while crossing. The soldiers on the hill dug up the ground [i.e., made earth-works], and the soldiers and Sioux fought at long range, sometimes the Sioux charging close up. The fight continued at long range until a Sioux man saw the walking soldiers coming. When the walking soldiers came near the Sioux became afraid and ran away.

[TEXT: Garrick Mallery, Picture Writing of the American Indians, 
10th Annual Report of the Bureau of American Ethnology (1893).]

(Account taken from www.pbs.org/weta/thewest/resources)

The Custer Massacre
Harper's Weekly
5 August 1876

The fate of the brave and gallant Custer has deeply touched the public heart, which sees only a fearless soldier leading a charge against an ambushed foe, and falling at the head of his men and in the thick of the fray. A monument is proposed, and subscriptions have been made. But a truer monument, more enduring than brass or marble, would be an Indian policy intelligent, moral, and efficient. Custer would not have fallen in vain if such a policy should be the result of his death. It is a permanent accusation against our humanity and ability that over the Canadian line the relations between the Indians and whites are so tranquil, while upon our side they are summed up in perpetual treachery, waste, and war. When he was a young lieutenant on the frontier, General Grant saw this, and watching attentively, he came to the conclusion that the reason of the difference was that the English respected the rights of the Indians and kept faith with them, while we make solemn treaties with them as if they were civilized and powerful nations, and then practically regard them as vermin to be exterminated. The folly of making treaties with the Indian tribes may be as great as treating with a herd of buffalo. But the infamy of violating treaties when we have made them is undeniable, and we are guilty both of the folly and the infamy.

We make treaties-that is, we pledge our faith-and then leave swindlers and knaves of all kinds to execute them. We maintain and breed pauper colonies. The savages who know us and who will neither be pauperized nor trust our word we pursue and slay if we can at an incredible expense. The flower of our young officers is lost in inglorious forays, and one of the intelligent students of the whole subject rises in Congress and says, "The fact is that these Indians, with whom we have made a solemn treaty that their territory should not be invaded, and that they should receive supplies upon their reservations, have seen from one thousand to fifteen hundred miners during the present season entering and occupying their territory, while the Indians, owing to the failure of this and the last Congress to make adequate appropriations for their subsistence, instead of being fattened, as the gentleman says, by the support of the government, have simply been starved." The Red Cloud investigation of last year, however inadequate, sufficed to show the practice under our Indian policy, and we regretted then that ex-Governor Bullock of Massachusetts declined the appointment upon the commission, because there was evidently the opportunity of an exhaustive report upon the whole subject, which should have commanded the attention of the country, and would sooner or later have led to some decisive action.

It is plain that so long as we undertake to support the Indians as paupers, and then fail to supply the food; to respect their rights to reservations, and then permit the reservations to be overrun; to give them the best weapons and ammunition, and then furnish the pretext of their using them against us; to treat with them as men, and then hunt them like skunks-so long we shall have the most costly and bloody Indian wars, and the most tragical ambuscades, slaughters, and assassinations. The Indian is undoubtedly a savage, and a savage greatly spoiled by the kind of contact with civilization which he gets at the West. There is generally no interest whatever in him or his fate. But there should be some interest in our own good faith and humanity, in the lives of our soldiers and frontier settlers, and in the taxation to support our Indian policy. All this should certainly be enough to arouse a public demand for a thorough consideration of the subject, and the adoption of a system which should neither be puerile nor disgraceful, and which would tend to spare us the constant repetition of such sorrowful events as the slaughter of Custer and his brave men.

Harper's Weekly, 5 August 1876.
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�[1] Aeneas Mackenzie. As quoted in Paul Hutton, “Correct in Every Detail: General Custer in Hollywood,” 1991. Montana: The Magazine of Western History (Winter).





