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CUSTER BATTLEFIELD NATIONAL MONUMENT 
June 24, 25, 1976 

REMARKS BY SUPERINTENDENT, RICHARD T. HART 
lOOth ANNIVERSARY OF BATTLE 

We are here today on the lOOth Anniversary to commemorate and honor all 
who died in the Battle of the Little Bighorn -- civilian, soldier and warrior. 
It was a tragedy for the United States Army and a victory for the Indians, 
although they too suffered losses. The Army was here because of depradations 
on the part of the Indians against white settlers and installations in the 
region. The Indians were here because they preferred their former life to that 
of the reservations. Some have said the only "sin" of the Indian was that 
of his pride in his lifestyle and culture. 

As we read the multiplicity of accounts, most people will be quick to per
ceive the human issues that we'e involved in this Battle -- basicallw a 
contest over land pos•ession -- as in most wars. 

Implied in war is an ability for social organization and a community of 
interest in each of the opponent groups, and also the realization by each that 
those things which they hold dear are worth the risk of dying for. This it
self is an abstract concept probably unique in man among the earth's creatures. 
War seems to connote, too, and result in, an aggressive physical eagerness 
and strength, with a concurrent stimulation of the intellect and sharpening 
of the senses. Perhaps the reason for this is biological, harking back to man's 
origin as a predatory animal. War is, for those involved, and at the time of 
their involvement, a great adventure. 

But war takes a tragic toll, at a price far too high -- whether the dead or 
maimed be Indian, white soldier, or other. For after "victory", what? 

The Custer Battlefield is today a national monument, administered by the 
National Park Service as part of the nation's historic heritage. It exists 
not to take sides on the Battle long past, but to preserve and present the 
story of this episode in history, so that you and all Americans may better 
ponder the moral issues on your own, relate them as you may to the aspi
rations in that most humanistic form of government yet conceived by man, and 
grope for common meaning~ in our past, so often diverse, so that we may then 
all grope together, but in our separate ways, for a better conunon future. 
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CUSTER BATTLEFIELD NATIONAL MONUMENT 
JUNE 24, 1976 

CENTENNIAL SPEECH BY ROBERT H. UTLEY 

I am immensely honored and pleased to be asked to speak here on this historic 
occasion. As the scene of youthful pleasures as well as experiences that de
cisively charted my future, Custer Battlefield occupies a very special place 
in my affections. My college summers spent here shifted my professional goals 
from law to history, specifically history as practiced in the National Park 
Service. In a green uniform and Stetson hat, I helped direct traffic here on 
the 75th anniversary, exactly 25 years ago. 

A century ago, even as our forebears gathered in Philadelphia for that great 
exposition celebrating the lOOth birthday of the United States, these twisted 
ridges and ravines bore witness to one of the most dramatic, memorable, and 
almost instantly controversial episodes in the history of our Nation. The 
news of the annihilation of the golden-maned boy general of Civil War fame and 
about 225 men of his command reached Philadelphia on July 6, 1876, and damp
ened the patriotic enthusiasm of the throngs gathered there. Today, as other 
throngs converge on Philadelphia to celebrate our 200th birthday, we gather on 
this historic field to mark its lOOth anniversary. 

Amid all the festivities of the bicentennial of the founding of the republic, 
the centennial of the Battle of the Little Bighorn may seem an insignificant 
occasion. But the Little Bighorn battlefield holds some symbolism that is worth 
pondering in this bicentennial year, and the centennial of the event that gave 
significance to it affords an opportunity to do so. 

Thus our purpose is not solely to pay homage to the soldiers and Indians who 
fought and died here. If it were, we would probably become mired in the end
less debate that has afflicted almost every aspect of this battle for a cen
tury. For there are doubtless those among you who passionately believe that 
some of the people we would honor do not deserve to be honored, and there are 
others who believe with equal vehemence that they do. Among the first injunc
tions I received from that memorable old soldier who presided over this field as 
Superintendent was: "Never argue about religion, politics, or the Custer 
Battle"--an admonition that he himself freely ignored. 

When I contemplate the place that the Battle of the Little Bighorn has attained 
in our history and folklore, I am reminded of the remark of Anatole France: 
"From legends men draw all the ideas necessary to their existence. They do not 
need many, and a few simple fables will suffice to gild millions of lives." 
What a galaxy of fables has burst from the brief flare of violence that occurred 
on this battle ridge. How richly they have gilded millions of lives. Most of 
these fables are so demonstrably untrue or patently improbable as to be chiefly 
sources of amusement to all but the unthinking. Even though they distort or 
falsify history, perhaps they are not too harmful. 

But when fables go beyond mere amusement they cease to be wholly harmless. 
When they contribute to stereotypes and symbolism that not only falsify history 
but actually help shape history, they invite critical examination. Will Durant 



touched on this phenomenon when he observed that "Beliefs make history, espe
cially when they are wrong; it is for errors that men have most nobly died." 
Some of the symbolism engendered by this battle and battlefield has come to 
take on such an activist character. It is this symbolism that is worthy of 
our attention on this anniversary occasion. 

over the years Custer's Last Stand has evoked changing images in the popular 
mind. For the generation of my youth, in the 1940's and 1950's, it summoned 
up a kaleidoscope of heroic scenes: grim-faced pioneers in covered wagons 
trekking westi'lard to carve a civilization out of the wilderness; warriors 
with feathered bonnets on fleet ponies sweeping down on corralled wagons and 
circling in attempted massacre; cavalry charging with bugles sounding, banners 
whipping, and sabers flashing to put the red men to route and save the day. 
Such scenes owed a great debt to Cecil B. DeMille and John Ford, to John Wayne 
and Errol Flynn. 2'he portra11•l of cu.seer by Errol Flynn i.n "2'hey Di.ed w.:Lth 
their Boots On" sparked my own lifelong fascination witfl this subject. 

These images have now been replaced with darker scenes. The hardy pioneers 
hava become grasping ravagers of the land and oppressors of the natives. The 
soldiers have become brutes rampaging about the West taking fiendish delight 
in slaughtering Indian women and children . And the red men have been ennobled 
in the mold of Cooper's The Last of the Mohicans. Again motion pictures and 
television have helped create the stereotypes, as "Little Big Man" and "Soldier 
Blue" amply demonstrate. 

These contrasting conceptions, it is interesting to note, are not completely 
modern phenomena. They have their origins in the 19th century, when the Indian 
wars were in full swing. The first comes close to the Army's self-image. The 
troopers saw themselves as the heroic vanguard of civilization, sweeping aside 
the natives and clearing the way for the settler. The second was the view of 
the humanitarian groups of the East, those who had warred on slavery and then 
turned to the cause of Indian reform. These people saw the Indians as innocent 
children of nature brutalized ·by the real savages of the Plains, the soldiers. 

These are stereotypes, stereotypes of such appealing simplicity that they be
gin to shape beliefs and even actions. The stereotype of the Indian prevalent 
in my youth encouraged a false and one-dimensional view of the marvelously 
rich and diverse culture of the American Indian. Today's stereotypes of pioneer 
and soldier are equally false and simplistic. In addition they are being en
listed in a crusade, a wholly laudable and long-overdue crusade, a crusade aimed 
at elevating the Indian to the same rights and opportunities that other citizens 
enjoy. 

Custer died for our sins, bumper stickers proclaim. A massive and not unwar
ranted guilt complex has settled upon this Nation. It can be truly expatiated 
only by making amends to the Indian, by redressing the wrongs. We may well ask, 
as .we pursue this worthy goal, whether its progress depends upon drawing from 
our past symbols, however seemingly symbolic, that do not truly symbolize, 
whether in fact a just cause is not demeaned by basing its advocacy in any part 
upon distortions of historical truth. 

The fact is that history, like life, is complex, contradictory, and ambiguous. 



There are few genuine heroes or villains in real life, merely people who are 
sometimes heroic, sometimes villainous, but most of the time simply human. 
Such were both the soldiers and the Indians who fought here on June 25, 1876. 
They belonged to different cultures. They had different attitudes and beliefs. 
They were of another time. But they were still, for the most part, decent, 
ordinary human beings. Historical forces over which they had no real control 
had brought them into conflict. The soldiers were simply carrying out the 
directives of a government responsive to the will of its citizens and also 
capable of rationalizing its policies as in the long-range best interests of 
the victims. The Indians were defending the freedom to follow their own way 
of life unfettered by a lot of senseless controls imposed by the altogether 
puzzling aliens who had intruded themselves into a world that had been quite 
acceptable without them. 

My plea is not that we avoid pronouncing judgments on our forebears. We have 
an obligation to judge the past in the perspective of today, for the lessons of 
the past are essential ingredients in charting the directions of the present. 
My plea, rather, is that we temper our judgments with understanding, under
standing of the forces that caused essentially decent people to do what they 
did. We do not have the obligation, we do not even have the right·, to indict 
these people--or to forgive them for that matter--for ·actions that may be 
offenses according to the standards and perceptions of today but were not 
according to those of yesterday. 

In this perspective I would hope that we may look back upon the Little Bighorn 
in its centennial year. It was a vivid feature of a long and tragic episode 
in our country's history, one whose consequences to the victims require public 
recognition and redress. In this sense we judge those who have gone before us 
and seek to replace the injustice of the past with a justice of the present. 
But underlying the judgment should be understanding, understanding that the in
justice of the past did not necessarily spring from evil motives but rather 
from a set of values and assumptions that were entirely plausible in their time 
and place. This understanding permits us to render judgment and act on it with
out transforming our forebears into grotesque caricatures of the real people 
they were. 

This battlefi~ld has seen some notable anniversary observances. The first, in 
1877, was the occasion for reburying the dead, and it was foliowed shortly 
afterward by the formal designation of the area as a cemetery and "shrine"=~ - -~ 
one of the earliest examples of historic site preservation by the Federal 
Government. The tenth, in 1886, brought together Indians and soldiers who had 
fought in the battle. So did the fortieth and fiftieth. The fiftieth, in 
1926, was surely the most impressive. The Seventh Cavalry came, as did large 
numbers of Sioux, Cheyenne, and Crow Indians, many of whom had been participants. 
It climaxed with a grand symbolic reconciliation between white man and red at 
the monument on Custer Hill. 

In that spirit of reconciliation we should dedicate ourselves in this bicenten
nial and centennial year to righting the wrongs of the past. But in reaching 
for that goal, let us not infuse this battlefield with a modern meaning untrue 
to the past. Let us not bend it artificially to serve contemporary needs and 
ends, however laudable. Let us accept it and understand it on its own terms, 
not ours. As we shall want posterity to look-back at us, so we ourselves must 
look back at those who have preceeded us. 
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CUSTER BATTLEFIELD NATIONAL MONUMENT 
June 25, 1976 

CENTENNIAL SPEECH BY HAROLD G. STEARNS 

My fellow Americans, today is one in memoriam under the Big Sky of Montana given 
us by our common creator. 

Red Cloud Indian and school children prayed thus: 

"O Great Spirit, whose voice I hear in the winds, and whose breath gives life 
to all the world, hear me! I am small and weak; I need your strength and wisdom. 
Let me walk in beauty, and make my eyes ever behold the red and purple sunset. 
Make my hands respect the things you have made and my ears sharp to hear your 
voice. Make me wise so that I may understand the things you have taught my 
people. Let me learn the lesson$ you have hidden in every ·leaf and rock. I seek 
strength, not to be greater than my brother, but to fight my greatest enemy -
myself. Make me always ready to come to you with clean hands and straight eyes. 
So, when life fades, as the fading sunset, may my spirit come to you without 
shame." 

As Americans united we should always embrace what ought to be, instead of clinging 
to what is. St. Paul said to the Ephesians 2000 years ago as he stood in the 
midst of the Area Opogus. 'I see in every respect you are a religious people. 
You have altars to the Unknor'1n God and know God made the world and all in it. 
He gives all men life and breath and all things. From one he created all mankind 
that they should seek him and find him. In him we live and move and have being. 
He has fixed a day on which he will judge all with Justice.' 

We stand on hallowed sacred ground consecrated 100 years ago by brave Americans -
r ed and white, who fought here for what they believed was right. We honor the 
dead of all wars, this is a day of homage to them. We cannot rectify the errors 
of the past, but we can resolve that they be not repeated as we go into our 
nation's 3rd Century. The Bicentennial can be our teacher, this Centennial a 
challenge. I have trod these enshrined grounds many times with Indian friends 
of many tribes in my role as a historian striving to learn what happened here 
and why and of the heritage of my red brothers. I have learned to respect their 
magnificent, distinctive culture and singular talents. Where we now are, amidst 
the boundless, verdant prairies surrounded by towering mountains, occurred as 
celebrated a historical event as Gettysburg where thousands died for the North 
and South; or Waterloo where Wellington and his allies finally bro~ght Napoleon 
to bay. Measured in number of casualties these conflicts were far more horren
dous. But where numbers are not significant, casualties are lives, they are men, 
innocent women and children, they are husbands, fathers, lovers, aspirations, 
dreams, dedications to what the combatants held sacred. They died because of 
lack of love, trust and understanding between men and nations. If we today, 
June 25, 1976, do not reflect upon what this carnage 100 years ago, we can have 
no conception of the evil of man's inhumanity to man. We must resolve ourselves 
that the Peace of the Almighty God of us all will permeate our minds, determined 



we shall strive as best we can to achieve understanding and tranquility among 
all races and creeds, learning from the transgressions of our ancestors. This 
nation was formed by men who knew there is a fundamental moral order between 
God and among men in society. It is my belief the Revolution will continue, 
but only so long as American institutions are based on the conception of the 
Day of Independence. We are still a long way from the fundamental proposition 
on which our nation exists, but I believe we will keep trying. Will there be 
a Tricentennial of this country, A Bicentennial of this conflict? For America 
to continue we must make sense out of our world, explain it and justify it over 
and over again. Most important we all MUST believe in it. The years ahead 
call for our intelligent and spiritual involvement. Thus can we, each and every 
one, affect the future of our beloved nation. Paraphrasing Lincoln's Gettysburg 
Address, 10 score years ago our fathers brought forth upon this continent a new 
nation conceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all men are 
created equal. We are met today on a battlefield--a sad and tragic site--where 
men of different races fought for their own credo, ideals. · We are here to re
dedicate this sacred site as a Shrine for those who died here, we cannot conse
crate, we cannot hallow this ground. The brave ones who struggled here hallowed 
it far above our poor power to add or detract. We can never forget what they 
did here. It is for us the living of 1976, 5 score years after this conflict to 
resolve that these dead, red and white, shall not have died in vain, that the 
nation will in its next 200 years have a new birth of freedom, as we citizens 
resolved to learn from the admitted mistakes of our forbears, so that government, 
.by and for the people of all races and creeds, shall not perish from the earth. 

Our prayer today is for compassion, love and understanding of each other in the 
universe entrusted to us all by the Great Spirit. Conflicts have always been, 
and regrettably, continue because we do not do as the American Indian so well 
advised--'Let me not judge another until I have walked in his moccasins.' We 
are endeavoring , to reconcile our differences. In my span of 63 years I have 
as a white man known bigotry and prejudice among different nationalities. But 
we have made great strides in my lifetime and I have hopes that e'er I am 
called by the Great Spirit that we shall all be nearer true reconciliation and 
understanding. Americans who fear we have passed the point of no return have 
not read history. Full of foreboding, they fail to see that adversity has its 
value and blessings. Adversities now facing us may serve as stepping stones, 
as blessings in disguise. It's not too late for us, particularly in this still 
virtually unspoiled land, to learn from the errors of the past. Regenerative 
forces are always at work even though outmatched for a time by the forces of 
decay. Periods of vice and corruption have always been followed by the return 
of renewed strength and honor. Like Lewis and Clark, we proceed onward--we keep 
trying to progress. By assuming a future, man makes his present endurable and 
his past meaningful. We are solely, gradually fulfilling the promises of 1776. 
The way of life and traditions of value of all peoples must be preserved and 
protected so these will endure forever. Grant to our nation a government which 
will be a ministry of equality to all, of justice and integrity. Let us pray 
with St. Francis, 'make me an instrument of your peace; where there is hatred, 
let me sow love; where there is injury, pardon; where doubt, faith; where des
pair; hope; where darkness, light; where sadness, joy.' Unless we, as concerned 
citizens, vow to end all conflicts among our fellow man, we will deserve to go 
down into the obscurity of the tongueless silence of the dreamless dust. 



I ask you now to join me and clasp hands with she or he beside you, Americans 
united. Only this way can we advance into our 3rd Century; a better nation 
with true love for one another; sharing the Pipe of Peace with all Mankind. 



Russell Means - Ogl•la Sioux, Tom Conro~ - State Representatjve, M Jvjn 
Garreaux - Cheyenne River Sioux, Robert Utley - Assistant Director, Historic 
Preservation National Park Service, Ron Lytle - Publisher and Editor, 
Hardin Herald, Richard T. Hart - Superintendant, Custer Battlefield National 
Monument, Frank Fools Crow - Oglala Sioux Medicine Man, Matthew King -
Interpreter, Oglala Sioux, Father Kopka - St. Dennis Parish 
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Custer descendants laying wreath 
in memory of five members of the Custer Family 
who died in the Battle of the Little Big Horn. 
Kip Custer, Dr. La.wrence Frost, Col. George A. 

Custer, III, and Robert Utley 
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CUSTER BATTLEFIELD 1876-1976 
One hundred years have gone by, but the 
Custer battle continues to illustrate a part of 
what Americans have come to know as their 
western heritage. Heroism and tragedy, 
brashness and humiliation , victory and de
feat-these are things people still come here 
to ponder. 

Very soon after the fight, the battlefield be
came a popular tourist attraction. Many east
erners touring the northwest on the newly 
built Northern Pacific Railway took time to 
journey up the Little Bighorn to view the his
toric spot. Troops from Fort Custer, which 
was established at the mouth of the Little 
Bighorn in 1877, served as the first custodi
ans. In 1893, the War Department placed a 
superintendent in charge to protect the area 
from vandals and souvenir hunters. All of the 
early superintendents were retired soldiers; 
several of them had served in the northwest
ern Indian campaigns. What information they 
passed on to visitors was purely at their dis
cretion and depended on their competency. 

Many anniversaries of the battle have been 
celebrated since the first one in 1877. In 
1886, on the 10th anniversary, several Army 
and Indian veterans of the fight returned to 
the battlefield for an elaborate observance. 
Prominent among them were Captain Ben
teen, Lieutenant Godfrey, trumpeter Penwell, 
and Chief Gall of the Hunkpapa Sioux. 

Thousands of spectators were on hand in 
1926 at the 50th anniversary commemoration 
to see processions, parades, and sports 
events and to hear speeches and the memo
rial services on Custer Ridge. 

After the cemetery was transferred to the Na
tional Park Service in 1940, development 
policies were formulated not only to safe
guard and preserve the area, but to provide 
interpretation for the visiting public. 

Space for a growing museum collection was 
made ready in the visitor center, dedicated 
in 1952. Field work continues to uncover 
these relics and to pinpoint the locations of 
specific battle action . In June 1958, the re
mains of three groups of soldiers were un
covered at the Reno-Benteen area. 

In waves of tall prairie grass, 
white marble tablets mark the 

scene of furious fighting during 
Custer's last stand. Bodies 

found at these locations were 
buried on the spot, then moved 

several years later to a com
mon grave on the battlefield . 

Two Moon, a chief of the 
Northern Cheyenne, tells of 
the batt le: " ... the shooting 
was quick, quick. Pop-pop
pop very fast. Some of the 
soldiers were down on their 
knees, some standing . ... 
The smoke was like a great 
cloud, and everywhere the 
Sioux went the dust rose like 
smoke. We ci rcled all round 
him-swirling like water 
round a stone. We shoot, we 
ride fast, we shoot again . 
Soldiers drop, and horses 
fall on them ." 

1 VISITOR CENTER 
Stop first at the visitor center. Park rangers 
are on duty to help you plan and understand 
your tour of the battlefield . The center also 
has museum exh ibits and literature. There 
are no camping or picnicking facilities at the 
monument. Federal law prohibits the removal 
or disturbance of any marker, artifact, re lic, 
or historic feature. 

2 NATIONAL CEMETERY 

is Custer Battlefield National Cemetery, a 
relatively small burial ground contained 
within the boundaries of the larger batt l e ~ 
field. Soldiers killed in several notable 
Indian engagements on the Northern Plains 
are buried here with servicemen of World 
War I, World War II , Korea, and Vietnam . 
Originally the battlefield was maintained as a 
National Cemetery under the jurisdiction of 
the Army. The brown stone lodge, bu il t in 
1894, served as quarters for the superinten
dents for many years. The superintendent was 

3 CUSTER HILL 
The first graves of Custer and his men were 
dug in great haste over the entire battlefie ld 
in the places where the soldiers had fa llen. 
Then, in 1881, as many graves as could be 
found were reopened and the bodies rein
terred in a common grave around the base 
of this memorial shaft bearing the names of 
all the dead. The bodies of 11 officers and 
two civi lians already had been exhumed for 
reburia l elsewhere at the request of relatives. 
Custer's remains were buried at West· Point 
Military Academy, N.Y., on October 10, 1877. 

From Custer Hil l you can see most of the 
battlefield and the valley in which the Indian 
vil lage was located . On the west side of the 
hill just below the monument, a cluster of 52 
markers shows as nearly as possible where 
the remnant of Custer's battal ion gathered 
for the " last stand." Custer, his brothers 
Tom and Boston, and his nephew "Autie" 
Reed were all found in this group. The 
markers ind icating where C and E Compa
nies were overwhelmed can be seen west of 
the monument on a kno ll between the hill 
and the river. 

I 
Custer's Pro bab le Advance 

A A 
A Indian Encampment 

A A 

A 
A 

Burlington Northern R.R. Garry Owen 
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known to the Indians as the "ghost herder," 
whose main purpose was to keep the spirits 
of the dead from ranging outside the ceme
tery fence . The raising of the American flag 
at dawn brought back all the ghosts to their 
proper resting place. 

The bodies of most of Custer's men are not 
buried in the cemetery; they are in a com
mon grave on Custer Hill. Of those killed in 
the battle, on ly a few unidentified remains 
and the body of Lt. John C. Crittenden are 
in the cemetery. 

Over a period of about 25 years, as the old 
western forts were closed down or aban
doned, the bodies of men ki lled on the fron
tier in other Ind ian fighting were brought here 
for reburial. The dead of the 1866 Fetterman 
fight, the worst Army defeat inflicted by the 
Plains Indians until Custer's, were buried 
originally at Fort Phil Kearny, Wyo., then 
moved here in 1888. Bodies of those killed 
in the 1867 Hayfield Fight and buried at Fort 
C. F. Smith , Mont. , were reinterred here in 
1892. Other reburials came from Forts Tot
ten , Rice, Buford , Pembina, Sisseton, Assin
niboine, and Custer. 

4 BATTLE RIDGE 
Interpretive signs along the crest of the ridge 
identify groups of markers where the men of 
Companies, F, I, and L fell in the battle. At 
the end of the ridge, a spu r road loops 
around Calhoun Hill, a flank of the L Com
pany position . 

5 RENO-BENTEEN BATTLEFIELD 
After beating off Major Reno 's attack on 
the afternoon of the 25th, the Indians forced 
him to this point where the 7th Cavalry Me
morial now stands. Until the Indians left the 
next day, Reno and Captain Benteen were 
held to defensive action. Interpretive markers 
indicate Indian and Cavalry advancements. 

.Please don't leave with questions; a second 
stop at the visitor center may well make your 
visit complete. 

FOR YOUR SAFETY 
You are in rattlesnake country. 
Please stay on the pathways 
wh ile walking the battlefi eld. 
Rangers will offer prompt as
sistance in case of accidents, 
but you can prevent them from 
happen ing by being watchful 
and cautious. 

U.S. troopers appear hopeless ly 
immobile wi thout thei r horses 

as they crouch to defend them
se lves agai nst overwhelming 

numbers of Ind ians who seem 
to dart by effortl ess ly in thi s 

drawi ng of the Custer fight by 
Amos Bad Heart Bul l. 

Re1m11tcd from A PI CTOG RAPHIC HISTORY 
OF THE OGLALA SIOUX. drawings by Amos 

Bad Heart Bull, by permission of Univcrsily 
of Nebraska Press. c 1967 . 

TO lOOGE GRASS 
24.1 km (15 mi) 

We're Joining the Metric World 
The Nat iona l Park Service is in 
troduc ing metric measurements 
in its publications to help Amer
icans become acquainted with 
th e metric system and to make 
interpretation more meaningfu l 
for park visitors from other 
nations. 

ADMINISTRATION 
Custer Battlefield Nationa l Mon
ument is administered by the 
National Park Service , U.S. De
partment of the Interior. A su
perintendent, whose address is 
Crow Agency, MT 59022, is in 
immediate charge. 

As the Nation's principal con
servation agency, the Departm en t 
of the Interior has responsibility 
for most of our nationa lly owned 
pub lic lands and natural re
sources. Thi s includes foster ing 
th e wisest use of our land and 
water resources, protecting our 
fi sh and wildl ife, preserving the 
environmental and cultural 
values of our nati onal parks and 
historica l places , and providing 
for the enjoyment of life through 
outdoor rec reat ion . The Depart
sent assesses our energy and 
mineral resources and works to 
assure that their deve lopment is 
in the best interests of all our 
people. The Department al so .has 
a major responsibility for Ameri
can Ind ian reservation communi
ties and for peop le who live in 
Island Territories under U. S. 
admini straton. 

LOCATION OF PARK 
Custer Battlefi eld National Mon
ument li es within the Crow In
dian Reservation in southeastern 
Montana . U.S. 87 (1-90) passes 
1.6 kil ometers (1 mile) to the 
west; U.S. 212 connects the 
monument with the Black Hills 
and Yellowstone National Park . 
The Crow Agency is 3.2 kilo
meters (2 mi les) north, and 
Hardin , Mont. , is 29 kilometers 
(18 miles) north. The nearest 
cities are Billings, Mont., 105 
kilometers (65 miles) northwest, 
and Sheridan, Wyo., 113 kilo
meters (70 miles) sou th . 

National Park Service 
U.S. DEPARTMENT of 
the INTERIOR 
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A CONFLICT OF CUL TURES 
Custer Battlefield National Monument in 
southeastern Montana memorializes one of 
the last armed efforts of the Northern Plains 
Ind ians to preserve thei r ancestral way of 
life. Here in the valley of the Littl e Bighorn 
Ri ver on June 25 and 26, 1876, more than 
260 soldiers and attached personnel of the 
U.S. Army met defeat and death at the hands 
of several thousand Sioux and Cheyenne 
warriors. Among the dead 
were Lt. Col. Georg e 
Armstrong Custer and 
every member of 
his immediate com
mand . A lthough the 
In d ians won thi s 
battle, they lost the 
war against the 
white man 's efforts 
to end their inde
pendent, nomadic 
ways. 

The conflict between 
cultures had begun with the 
arriva l of the first settlers from Europe 
and continued relentlessly for three 
centuries-sometimes around the 
campfi re, sometimes at treaty 
grounds, but more often on the 
battlefie ld. Custer Battlefield, 
with its scattered white marble 
markers, is a reminder of that 
long struggle for possession 
of the American continent. 

CAUSES OF 
THE INDIAN WARS 
The end of the Civil War saw 
a vigorous resumption of the 
westward movement by set
tlers. An almost certain result was encroach
ment on the Indian domain . Sett lers showed 
little regard for the sanctity of Indian hunting 
ground s or the terms of former treaties . The 
Indians resisted stoutly. Then in 1868, at Fort 
Laramie, Wyo., representatives of the Sioux, 
Cheyenne, and other tribes of the Great 
Plains, signed a treaty with the U.S. Govern
ment by which a large area in western 
Dakota and part of eastern Wyoming was 
designated a permanent Indian reservation . 
The Government promised to protect the 
Indians "against the commission of al l dep
redations by people of the Uni ted States. " 

In 1874, gold was discovered in the Black 
Hills, the heart of the new Indian reservation . 
News of the strike spread quickly, and soon 
thousands of eager gold seekers swarmed 
into the region in violation of the Fort Lara
mie treaty. The Army tried to keep them out, 
but to no avail. The peace agreement of 1868 
was completely dishonored when the Sioux 
and Cheyenne in g rowing defiance began to 
leave the reservation . In December 1875, the 
Commissioner of Indian Affairs ordered them 
to return before January 31, 1876, or there 
after be regarded as hostiles to be " treated 
accordingly by the military force." When the 
Indians did not comply, the Army was called 
in to enforce the o rder. 

THE CAMPAIGN OF 1876 
The Army' s campaign against the Sioux and 
Cheyenne called for three separate exped i
tions-Gen. George Crook's force from Fort 
Fetterman in Wyoming , Col. John Gibbon 's 
comma1111rl tirmro ffl(l)iTlt Ellis in Montana, and 
Gen. Alfred H. Terry 's troops from Fort Abra
ham Lincoln in Dakota Terr itory. These co l
umns were to converge on the main body of 
the Ind ians concentrated in southeastern 
Montana l!.llOOeu-~6re ~<!W SUtting Bull, 
Crazy Horse, and other war chiefs. 

Crook clashed with the Ind ians in March and 
again in June. Afterwards the Indians moved 
west toward the Little Bighorn. In mid-June 
Terry and Gibbon met at the confluence of 
the Yellowstone and Rosebud Rivers. Hoping 

Maj . Marcus 
A. Reno 

The blue and gold 
regimenta l flag 
which Custer's 
men carried on 
the campaign of 
1876 is now dis
played in the park 
museum . 

Lt . Col. George 
Armstrong Custer, 
leaving less than 

half his command 
to two subordinate 

officers, Captain 
Benteen and Major 

Reno, rode with 
five companies of 

the 7th Cavalry 
into one of the 
most unforget
table disasters 

in American 
mili tary history. 

to f ind the Indians in the Littl e Bighorn Valley, 
Terry ordered Custer and the 7th Cavalry up 
the Rosebud to approach the Little Bighorn 
from the south. Terry himself would accom
pany Gibbon 's force back up the Yellow
stone and Bighorn to approach from the 
north. 

BATTLE OF THE LITTLE BIGHORN 
The 7th Cavalry, numbering about 700 men, 
located the Indian camp on June 25. Custer, 
probably und eresti mating the fighting power 
of the Indian forces, bel ieved it safe to divide 
hi s reg im ent into three batta lions. By attack
ing immediately, he might have hoped to 
prevent the Indians from sli pp ing away. One 
battalion of three compan ies under Capt. 
Freder ick W. Benteen was sent to scout the 
b luffs to the south. At the same time, a battal
ion of three co mpanies under Maj . Marcus 
A. Reno and one of five companies under 
Custer marched along opposite banks of a 
small c reek to attack the Indian vil lage in the 
va lley of the Little Big~orn . 

When near the Littl e Bighorn , Custer turned 
north toward the lower end of the Indian 
camp. Reno, with orders from Custer to 
cross the river and attack, advanced down 
the Little Bighorn Valley and struck the upper 
end of the camp. Outflanked by the defend
ing warri o rs, he retreated in disorder to the 
river and took up defensive positions on the 
bluffs beyond. Here he was soon joi ned by 
Benteen, who had hurri ed forward under 
written orders from Custer to "Come on; Big 
village, be quick, bring packs." 

Gunfire from the north caused men to scou t 
in that direction seeking the whereabouts of 
Custer and his command . An advance com
pany under Capt. Thomas B. Weir marched 
downstream to a high hill, from which the 
Custer battlefield was visible . By this time, 
however, the fi ring had stopped. When the 
rest of the command arrived on the hill it was 
attacked by a large force of Ind ians, and 
Reno ordered a withdrawal to the orig inal 
position on the bluffs overlook ing the Little 
Bighorn . Here these seven companies en-

trenched and held their defenses throughout 
that day and most of the next, returning the 
Indian fire and successfully d iscouraging at
tempts to storm their pos ition . The siege 
ended when all the Indians broke thei r great 
encampment and w ithdrew upon the ap
proach of columns under Terry and Gibbon . 

In the meantime, Custer had ridden into his
tory and legend. Vivid accounts of the battle 
by Indians who participated in it tell how his 
command was surrounded and destroyed in 
fierce fighting . But Custer's intentions and 
precise movements after separating from 
Reno's batta lion have neve r been determined. 

In the battle, the 7th Cavalry lost the five 
companies (C, E, F, I, and L) that were und er 
Custer, about 225 men. Of the other six com 
panies of the regiment, under Reno and 
Benteen, 47 were ki lled and 52 wounded. 

The Indian losses were no more than 100 
men killed . They removed most of their dead 
from the battlefield when the large vi llage 
broke up. The tribes and families scattered , 
some going south, some north. Most of them 
retu rn ed to the reservations and su rrendered 
in the next few years . 

A QUESTION OF MISTAKEN NUMBERS 
The information on which the Army based its 
campaign against the Indians who had left 
the reservation was that they totaled abou t 
800. That number may have been correct in 
the wi nter of 1875-76, but with the arriva l of 
spring more and more Indians sl ipped away 
to the western hunting grounds. The effect of 
the inaccurate estimate and early Indian vic
tories on the Rosebud River are recounted in 
the Custer Battlefield National Park Service 
,handbook by Robert M. Utley: 

"Rarely, 1mless c1bsol11tely certain of victory, did 
the Plains Indian stand and fight ,- wually he 
f c1ded into the hills and easily el11ded his slow
moving purszters. Thw militctry plctnning focwed 
mctinly on how to ccttch the qtMrry rather than 
on how to defeat him once ccmght . ... In all the 
1mceded territory, according to the Indian Bttrecm, 
the warrior force did not exceed 800, and the 
possibility thctt these might 1mite in one place 
wets not seriowly considered. 

"As ct 11u1tter of fctct, a grectt mctny more Indians 
were absent from their ctgencies them the Bztreazt 
hc1d 1·eported, and they contim1ed to flock to Sit
ting B1tll' s stctndard thro1tgh-
01tt the spring. By ]11ne 
the scc1ttered bands had 
begttn to co1ne together -:' 
in a single village 
that formed one of.the 
largest in the history 
of the Grectt Plc1ins. 

All the T eton Sio1tx were represented-H1mkpc1pas 
zmder Sitting Bttll, Gctll, Crow King, and Black 
!Woon,- OglrJlc1s 1mder Crazy H orse, Low Dog, 
and Big R oc1d,- The Miniconjo1t followers of 
Httmp,- Scms Arc, Blackfoot, and Brztle Sio1tx. 
There were c1lso Northern Cheyennes ttnder T wo 
Moon, Lc1me White Man, cmd Dirty Moccasins, 
ctnd a hcmdf11-l of wctrriors from tribes of Eastern 
Sio1tx. They clttstered aromirl six separate tribc1l 
circles, and altogether they numbered perhaps 
10,000 to 12,000 people, mztstering ct fighting 
force of between 2,500 and 4,000 men. Many 
hctd fir earms-some the Winchester repec1ting 
rifle obtained, qrtite legally, from tr ciders and 
lndicm ct gents for httnting. 

"S ecme in their 1macwstomed nttmber s, the 
Siottx and Cheyennes, moving 1tp R oseb11d Creek 
in mid-]tme, wasted little tho1tght on the news 
bro1tght by some yottng men thc1t they hc1d seen 
soldiers fc1rther so1tth, beyond the head of the 
Rosebttd. T ztrning west, the great procession 
crossed the Wolf Mozmtains cmd cmne to rest on 
ct trib1ttcrry of the Little Bighorn later named 
R eno Creek. H ere fttrth er reports confirmed the 
pi·esence of mcmy soldiers descending the R ose
bttd, and more than rt thottSand warriors rode 
over the mo1tntains to contest the advcmce. 

"On the morning of ]1me 17, Generctl Crook col
lided with this array, ctnd after ct severe ctction 
lasting m ost of the dc1y he t11rned ctbout and 
mc1rched bc1ck to Goose Creek (near present 
Sheridcm, Wyo.) to call for reinforcements. The 
Indians retztrned to their tepees in tri11mph ctnd 
at once m oved down to R eno Creek, crossed the 
Little Bighorn, and laid 011t ct new ccnnp. It lined 
the west bank of the river for 3 miles and 
sprawled in plctces rtU the way across the mile
wide vctlley." 

Custer, hatless and standing casually third 
from the left, poses with other officers 
and ladies of the 7th Cavalry at Fort Lincoln 
shortly before the expedition moved out 
against the Indians. The woman nearest 
Custer on the first step is Mrs. Custer. 

By deed and spoken word, 
Sitting Bull's resistance to the 
Federal Government was an 
inspiration to those of his 
pee pie who had rejected 
reservation life from the be
ginning and to those who 
accepted it to their reg ret. 
Here the great warrior 
and chief of the 
Sioux wears a 
white buckskin 
sh irt , a single 
feather in his 
hair, and a 
crucifix of 
brass and 
wood given 
to him by 
Father De 
Smet, a 
Jesuit. 

The Sattle of the Rosebud was the victori ous 
prelude to the greater Indian success on the 
Little Bighorn. General Crook had learned of 
the Sioux' st rength and wil l to fight, but word 
of the battle never reached Custer and the 
7th Cavalry. He still estimated the Indian 
strength at 800 warriors. 

SITTING BULL SURRENDERS 
After the Battle of the Little Bighorn , the In
dian vi llage broke up and the various bands 
went their separate ways pursued by the 
Army. As Utley says in Custer Battlefield: 

"By cmtmnn mctny of the lndicm f11gitives had 
tired of the fmrsttit and, with the winter coming 
on, slipped bctck to the agencies to sztrrender . . .. 
With the ctpproach of spring, hundreds drifted 
into the agencies and gcwe 11p . . .. 

~owing never to ctccept reservcttion restraints 
' Sitting B11ll and some 400 Hzmkpc1pa Sio11x ' 

crossed into Canada. B11t food was scctrce and 
U.S. soldiers patroled the interncttionctl bo11ndary, 
preventing the lndicms from hztnting btt/f alo in 
Montctna. Little by little the refttgees wec1kened 
. . .. Finally in ]ttly 188 Z, Sitting B11ll and 43 
fctmilies appeared at the fort (Fort Bttford, North 
Dakota_} and gave 11p." 

Sitting Bull's surrender marked the end of a 
war that had al l but ended 4 years earlier at 
the Battle of the Little Bighorn. 

Regaled for the fight , mounted 
Indian warriors assemble be

fore Crazy Horse (left) and 
Sitting Bull. The artist, Oglala 
Dakota Amos Bad Heart Bull, 

based his drawings of the Bat-
tle of the Little Bighorn on the 

recollections of his older relatives. 

Reprinted from A PICTOGRAPHIC HISTORY 
OF THE OGLALA SIOUX. drawings by Amos 

Bad Heart Bull. by permission of Universi ty 
ol Nebraska Press. ( 1967 
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Published by Custer Battlefield Historical & Museum Association 

The Custer Battlefield Historical & Museum Association ·is a 
nonprofit educational society whose two-fold purpose is to 
encourage interest in the Battle of the Little Bighorn and assist 
the interpretive program at Custer Battlefield. The Association 
is recognized by the National Park Service, U.S. Department of 
the Interior, as an official cooperating organization . 

in cooperation with Custer Battlefield National Monument, National Park Service, 

U.S. Department of the Interior 

Custer Battlefield National Monument is 
a unit of the National Park System, and 
is administered by the National Park Service, 
U.S. Department of the Interior. 

As the Nation's principal conservation 
agency, the Department of the Interior 
has basic responsibilities for water, fish, 
wildlife, mineral, land, park, and recreational 
resources. Indian and Territorial affairs are 
other major concerns of America's "Depart
ment of National Resources". The Depart
ment works to assure the wisest choice in 
managing all our resources so each will make 
its full contribution to a better United States
now and in the future. 

HISTORY. .. 
from Battle of the Little 

•nu• Bighorn to the Present 

The cemetery was first announced on 1 August 1879 in General 
Orders No. 78, Headquarters of the Army, as a National Cemetery of 
the fourth class, just three years following the Battle of the Little 
Bighorn. 

Nothing was really accomplished, however, until 7 December 1886 
when President Grover Cleveland issued an Executive Order setting 
forth Custer Battlefield National Cemetery. The relatively small site 
of the National Cemetery is completely enclosed by the Custer 
Battlefield National Monument. 

Until 1893, what supervision and care Custer Battlefield National 
Cemetery received was the responsibility of the post commander at 
Fort Custer, just outside present-day Hardin, Montana, about 14 
miles north of the cemetery. On 11 July 1893, Andrew N. Grover, 
a retired soldier, arrived as the first superintendent, operating under 
the jurisdiction of the War Department. For many years the super
intendent was known among the Crows as the "ghost herder", 
whose main purpose, they believe, was to keep the spirits of the dead 
from ranging outside the cemetery fence. They further believed that 
when the superintendent raised the national colors in the morning, 
all the ghosts of the dead soldiers returned to their proper resting 
places. 

Like many other national cemeteries, Custer Battlefield National 
Cemetery was established after the bodies of the slain soldiers were 
already buried there. The first burials were done in great haste 
following the battle in 1876 and scattered over the entire battlefield. 
In 1881, when the memorial shaft to the Custer dead was erected on 
the northern end of the Battle Ridge, a trench was prepared extend
ing ten feet from and around the memorial's base. All the remaining 
bodies that could be found on the battlefield were then placed there
in, approximately 225. At the special request of General Crittenden, 
the body of his son, Lieut, John J. Crittenden, was left as originally 
buried at the south end of Battle Ridge. Until 1932, Lieut. 
Crittenden's was the only known grave on the Battlefield proper, 
and in that year it was removed to the National Cemetery to make 
way for the road which now runs down that ridge. 

Over the years, skeletons were occasionally found on or near the 
Battlefield that were identified as those of some of Custer's men. 
These skeletons were buried in the cemetery plot as unknowns; along 
with Lieut. Crittenden, they represent the only casualties of the 
Battle of the Little Bighorn now buried in the Cemetery . The re
mains of three men were found as late as June 1958 in the Reno
Benteen Defense Site and these were also re-buried in the National 
Cemetery. 

In addition to the dead already here when the National Cemetery 
was established, those from closed or abandoned old western frontier 
forts were brought here for reburial, this program covering a span of 
almost 25 years. The first such re-burial took place in 1888, when 
the remains of the men killed in the Fetterman fight, and other Fort 
Phil Kearny (Wyo.) dead, were brought to Custer Battlefield and 
buried on Battle Ridge, just south of the memorial shaft. After 1891, 
the remains brought for re-interment were buried in the National 
Cemetery and not out on the Battlefield. Superintendent Grover 
suggested that the remains from Fort Phil Kearny be moved to the 
cemeterial plot in 1892, but th is move was not made until after 1926. 
In 1892, the remains of men killed in the 1867 Hay Field fight, 
outside Fort C. F. Smith (Mont.), near present-day Yellowtail Dam, 
were brought here, along with the 1868 stone memorial shaft erected 
to their memory at Fort Smith by the 17th Infantry. This scarred 
shaft may be seen today towering over the other markers in Section 
B of the National Cemetery. Other Indian Wars re-burials were re
ceived from Forts Totten, Rice, Buford, Pembina, Sisseton, Assinni
boine, Custer, and other forts. 

The first permanent structure at the original National Cemetery 
was the brown-stone lotjge, west of Section E, erected ·in 1894 to 
house the superintendent. Up to the time a superintendent was 
assigned, the grounds had remained in a primitive state of nature. No 
grass had been planted and sagebrush, native grasses, and prickJy
pear made up the principal ground cover. Superintendent Grover 
urged the removal of all sagebrush and was permitted to seed as much 
as he could to grass. Lack of irrigation for many years, however, 
made beautification of the grounds an impossibility. The first 
flagpole, made of wood, was raised in 1896, but it was destroyed by 
lightning in 1907. The present steel structure was erected in 1908. 

Custer Battlefield National Cemetery was transferred from the 
jurisdiction of the War Department to that of the National Park 
Service, Department of the Interior in June 1940, under Executive 
Order No. 8428. The name Custer Battlefield National Cemetery 
was changed to Custer Battlefield National Monument in March 1946, 
when President Harry Truman signed Public Law 332 of the 79th 
Congress. The present-day National Cemetery is thus contained with
in the boundaries of the National Monument. 



Veterans of World Wars I & II, 
Korea and Viet Nam 

Among Those 
Resting Here 

j~~==-
NAME ORGANIZATION 

Capt. Frederick H. Brown 18th U.S. Infantry, Gravesite B-16 
Killed near Fort Phil Kearny, Wyoming 
Along with 80 Officers and men in the 
Fetterman Massacre, on Dec. 21, 1866. 

2nd Lt. John J. Crittenden 20th U.S. Infantry, Gravesite A-601 A 
Attached to Co. L, 7th U .S. Cavalry 
As 2nd Lt. and was killed with Co . Lon 
Calhoun Hill, June 25, 1876. 

Curley Crow Indian Scout, Gravesite A-1063 
At the Battle of the Little Big Horn, 
June 25, 1876 as a Scout for Custer's 
7th Cavalry, died May 22, 1923. 

Capt. William J. Fetterman 18th U.S. Infantry, Gravesite B-15 
Commander of the 80 Officers and Men 
who were killed near Fort Phil Kearny, 
Wyoming in the Fetterman Massacre, 
on Dec . 21, 1866. 

Goes Ahead Crow Indian Scout, Gravesite A-1060 
At the Battle of the Little Big Horn, 
June 25, 1876 as a Scout for Custer's 
7th Cavalry, died May 31, 1919. 

Any veteran who served honorably in the Armed Forces of the 
United States may be buried in the National Cemetery, as well as any 
member of his immediate family. This National Cemetery of the 
United States is still open and receiving the remains of its honored 
dead. At present there are almost 4000 individuals buried in this 
peaceful setting. 

Thomas La Forge 

Capt. William Logan 

Dr. Thomas B. Marquis 

Pvt. John Burkman 

Major Marcus A. Reno 

Stanley Vestal 
(Capt. W. S. Campbell) 

White-Man-Runs-Him 

White Swan 

Scout, Co. E, 7th U.S. Infantry, Grave
site C-694. 
The White Crow Indian, died April 1, 
1931. 
7th U.S. Infantry, Gravesite A-7 45 
Killed at the Big Horn Battlefield, Nez 
Perce Indian War, Aug. 9, 1877. 
Gravesite C-2 
Author of Wooden Leg, A Warrior Who 
Fought Custer and Memoirs of A White 
Crow Indian, died March 26, 1935. 
Co. L, 7th U.S. Cavalry . Gravesite A-941 
Orderly to George A. Custer - cared for 
Custer's personal effects and horses. At 
Battle of the Little Bighorn - with the 
Pack Train . Took his own life in Billings 
in Nov . 1925. 
7th U.S. Cavalry, Gravesite C-675 
Second in command of the 7th Cavalry 
During the Battle of the Little Big 
Horn, June 25-26, 1876, died April 1, 
1889. 
Gravesite C-658 
Author of "Sitting Bull, Champion of 
the Sioux" and other books of Western 
History, died Dec. 25, 1957. 
Crow Indian Scout, Gravesite A -1007 
At the Battle of the Little Big Horn, 
June 25, 1876 as a Scout for the 7th 
Cavalry, died June 2, 1929. 
Crow Indian Scout, Gravesite A-460 
At the Battle of the Little Big Horn, 
June 25-26, 1876 as a Scout for the 
7th Cavalry, died Aug. 12, 1904. 
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