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ELIZABETH “LIBBY” BACON CUSTER was the 
adoring wife of Col. George Armstrong Custer, 
commander of the 7th Cavalry during the Great 
Indian Wars. 
 
Born in Michigan to a well-to-do family, Libby 
knew her father expected her to marry a man of 
high social standing.  She was attractive and 
smart—and a very desirable wife.  Her family 
would stand for nothing less than a perfect 
match. 
 
But when Libby met George Custer, an Army 

man from an average family, her heart did not care about his 
small salary or lack of fame.  They fell in love—although Libby’s 
father would not hear of marriage until Custer had risen in rank 
to an Army General. 
 
 
As Custer set off to attack the Lakota—with high hopes of 
claiming the Black Hills and its gold for the U.S. government—
Libby had no choice but to wait at home for 
his return.  As always, her dear “Autie” wrote 
30-page letters to Libby each night, but the 
time apart was difficult for both of them.  
 
When news of Custer’s death in Little Big 
Horn Valley reached Libby, she was 
devastated.  To add to her grief, she found 
that the U.S. Army and American public had 
begun to blame her husband for the 7th 
Cavalry’s defeat, calling his decision to attack 
the Lakota reckless and foolish.   
 
 
Libby never married again, instead devoting 
the rest of her life to ensuring her husband’s 
legacy as a valiant war hero.  The widow wrote books and gave 
speeches that sang her Autie’s praises, until she died at nearly 
91 years of age.  Libby’s lifelong efforts succeeded: her husband 
would go down in history as a war hero, through and through. 
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MAJOR MARCUS RENO led U.S. Army troops as 
they fought the Lakota in Little Big Horn Valley.  
Due to the Major’s actions during the battle, the 
American public blamed him for Custer’s brutal 
defeat. 
 
Reno attended the renowned West Point Military 
Academy as a young man.  He then fought 
bravely in the Civil War.  Nine years later, 
during the Great Indian Wars, he served as a 

Major in the 7th Cavalry under George Armstrong Custer. 
 
 
When Custer’s 7th prepared to attack the Lakota—with high 
hopes of claiming the Black Hills and its gold for the U.S. 
government—the Colonel developed a plan.  Three columns of 
soldiers would charge from different directions, surrounding the 
warriors so they could not escape.  Reno would lead one of the 
columns, and as Custer rode into battle, he expected the Major 
to act as reinforcement.  Little did Custer know, Reno—along with 
Captain Frederick Benteen—could do nothing more than defend 
themselves against the Lakota warriors.  Instead of aiding 
Custer’s attack, Reno and Benteen had no choice but to retreat, 
leaving the Colonel to meet his death alone. 
 
 
Reno and his troops survived the Battle of 
Little Big Horn.  But life afterward proved 
to be difficult for the Major.  The U.S. 
government, as well as American settlers, 
blamed Reno for the fate of the 7th 
Cavalry.  The public could not believe that 
a band of Lakota warriors had outdone 
their beloved Custer, and could find only 
one other explanation: Reno had been 
cowardly in battle, leaving their Colonel 
defenseless against the “Red Man.”  
Despite this embarrassing reputation, Reno 
took over command of the 7th Cavalry and continued to serve in 
the Army.  He died of cancer in 1889, before the military could 
clear his tarnished name. 
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CURLY was a member of the Crow tribe—
sworn enemies of the Lakota.  He served 
as Col. George Armstrong Custer’s 
youngest scout, hoping to help the 7th 
Cavalry defeat the fearsome Lakota, who 
had battled Curly’s tribe for generations. 
 
As Custer and his soldiers prepared to 
attack the Lakota—with high hopes of 
claiming the Black Hills and its gold for the 
U.S. government—the Army relied on 
scouts like Curly to guide them.  Because 
most officers were unfamiliar with the 

fighting ways of the “Red Man,” they needed a few trustworthy, 
Native people to help them track the enemy in battle. 
 
 
Approaching Little Big Horn Valley 
with Custer’s 7th, Curly suspected 
from tracks on the ground that the 
Lakota warriors numbered many—far 
more than the Colonel expected.   
Curly, along with other scouts, 
warned Custer to wait for 
reinforcements before riding into 
battle.  But he refused.  As they 
prepared to attack, Mitch Bouyer—
Custer’s interpreter—took young Curly aside.  Having seen the 
reckless determination in his Colonial’s eyes, Bouyer knew Custer 
would attack despite the vast Lakota forces outnumbering them.   
The interpreter believed that Curly—only 16 years old—deserved 
to see another dawn, and told the young Crow to find safety.  
Curly heeded this advice, watching the combat from a hill above 
the battlefield, and survived that day in Little Big Horn Valley. 
 
 
After the battle, Curly “came in” to a nearby Crow reservation.  
He married twice, raised a daughter, and died of pneumonia in 
1923.  
 



BSB CH7 - 2 
 

CAPTAIN FREDERICK BENTEEN led U.S. Army 
troops as they battled the Lakota in Little 
Big Horn Valley. 
 
Benteen was born in Virginia, and although 
a native of the South, fought for the North 
during the Civil War.  Based on this 
honorable service, he was assigned to the 
7th Cavalry—under Colonel George 
Armstrong Custer—during the Great Indian 
Wars.  Benteen was well loved by the 

soldiers that served under him, who appreciated his humor and 
bravery on the battlefield. 
 
 
As Custer’s 7th prepared to attack the Lakota—with high hopes of 
claiming the Black Hills and its gold for the U.S. government—the 
Colonel developed a plan. Three columns of soldiers would 
charge from different directions, surrounding the warriors so they 
could not escape.  Benteen would lead one of the columns, and 
as Custer rode into battle, he expected the Captain to act as 
reinforcement.  Little did Custer know, Benteen—along with 
Major Marcus Reno—could do nothing more than defend 
themselves against the Lakota warriors.  Instead of aiding 
Custer’s attack, Benteen and Reno had no choice but to retreat, 
leaving the Colonel to meet his fate alone. 
 
 
Benteen and his troops survived the Battle 
of Little Big Horn that day.  And in the 
years to come, no one could blame the 
Captain for failing to come to Custer’s aid.  
Since Benteen was known to be fearless, 
the Lakota’s unexpected attack must have 
made it absolutely impossible for him to 
continue the fight.   
 
Benteen served as an Army officer for 12 
more years.  Upon retirement, he spent his 
remaining days with his wife, Kate, and 
son, Fred, until his death in 1898. 
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WHITE MAN RUNS HIM was a member of the 
Crow tribe—sworn enemies of the Lakota.  
He served Col. George Armstrong Custer  
as a scout, hoping to help the 7th Cavalry 
defeat the fearsome Lakota who had  
battled White Man Runs Him’s people  
for generations. 
 
As Custer and his soldiers prepared to 
attack the Lakota—with high hopes of 
claiming the Black Hills and its gold for the 
U.S. government—the Army relied on 
scouts like White Man Runs Him to guide 
them.  Because most officers were 

unfamiliar with the fighting ways of the “Red Man,” they needed 
a few trustworthy, Native people to help them track the enemy in 
battle. 
 
 
Approaching Little Big Horn Valley with Custer’s 7th, White Man 
Runs Him suspected from tracks on the ground that the Lakota 
warriors numbered many—far more than the Colonel expected.   
White Man Runs Him, along with other scouts, warned Custer to 
wait for reinforcements before riding into battle.  But he refused. 
As they prepared to attack, the Crows removed their U.S. Army 
uniforms and donned traditional attire—explaining that they 
would die as warriors, not as soldiers. Custer—refusing to believe 
he might lose—demanded that the Crow scouts leave before the 
battle began.  This angry order served White Man Runs Him 
well—allowing him to 
survive the Battle of Little 
Big Horn. 
 
 
Following the Lakota 
victory, White Man Runs 
Him “came in” to a Crow 
reservation in Montana, 
neighboring the Little Big 
Horn Valley.  He died 
there in 1929. 
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YOUNG HAWK was a member of the Arikara 
tribe—sworn enemies of the Lakota.  He served 
Col. George Armstrong Custer as a scout, 
hoping to help the 7th Cavalry defeat the 
fearsome Lakota who had battled Young Hawk’s 
people for generations. 
 
 
As Custer and his soldiers prepared to attack the 
Lakota—with high hopes of claiming the Black 
Hills and its gold for the U.S. government—the 

Army relied on scouts like Young Hawk to guide them.  Because 
most officers were unfamiliar with the fighting ways of the “Red 
Man,” they needed a few trustworthy, Native people to help them 
track the enemy in battle. 
 
Following the Lakota’s path, the 7th Cavalry arrived at the site of 
Sitting Bull’s sacred Sun Dance.  Young Hawk noticed three red-
painted stones inside one of the abandoned sweat lodges—clear 
evidence that the Lakota expected Wakan Tanka to grant them 
great success in the battle to come. 
 
 
The Arikara scouts prepared for combat 
as Custer’s men approached Little Big 
Horn Valley.  Young Hawk braided eagle 
feathers into his hair, later 
remembering, “I expected to be killed 
and scalped by the Lakota and I wanted 
to be ready to die.”  
 
But, somehow, Young Hawk did not pass 
into the spirit world that day.  As other 
scouts fell around him, injured and killed 
by Lakota warriors, Young Hawk 
accepted what he thought would be his fate. He stood—
unprotected—in plain view of the enemy and waited for death to 
come.  Yet, as bullets and arrows whizzed by, somehow he was 
never hit.  Although the Lakota won the Battle of the Greasy 
Grass, Young Hawk could not help but thank Great Spirit for 
sparing his life in Little Big Horn Valley. 
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CHARLES WINDOLPH was one of the few 
members of Custer’s 7th Cavalry to live 
through the Battle of Little Bighorn.   
Born in Germany, he moved to the 
United States at age 20 and joined the 
U.S. Army in 1871.  Windolph knew 
almost no English when he arrived in 
America, but he quickly learned so that 
he could begin his army career as a 
cobbler, making and repairing boots for 
other soldiers.  And by 1876, Windolph 
was a soldier himself—in Custer’s 7th 
Cavalry, no less!   
 

 
On June 26, 1876, Windolph—who had risen to the rank of 
Sergeant—rode into the Little Big Horn Valley.  As the battle 
began, Custer’s soldiers were exhausted but confident.  The 
feeling quickly changed as Lakota warriors overwhelmed the 7th 
Cavalry.  Soon, Custer and his men were fleeing in desperation.  
Windolph was able to find a safe spot on a hill where he could 
help protect the retreat of his fellow soldiers.  He was shot in the 
buttocks, but lived to tell the tale of the battle.   
 
 
After Little Bighorn, Windolph received the U.S. Army’s highest 
award—The Medal of Honor—for his actions during the fight.  
Because of him, it was possible for wounded soldiers of the 7th to 
get water from the river.  Windolph was also promoted to the 
rank of 1st Sergeant.   
 
In 1882, Windolph was discharged 
from the U.S. Army.  He soon married, 
and worked for the next 49 years, 
mining gold on land that once 
belonged to the Lakota.  He died on 
March 11, 1950, at the age of 98, and 
was buried in South Dakota’s Black 
Hills National Cemetery. 
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