@ OPPOSING FORCES

U.S. Army: 7th Cavalry Regiment (700 cavalry and scouts)
under the command of Lt. Col. George A. Custer. (Custer was a
subordinate of Brig. Gen. Alfred Terry, the overall commander of
the operation with a total of 2,500 men.)

Allied Plains Indians: Sioux (including Lakota), Cheyenne, and
Arapaho Indians (estimated 1,500-1,800 warriors) under the

DATE:
June 25-26, 1876

LOCATION:
Montana Territory

These were the source of their sustainment, and with their pony
herds, their transportation. Instead of chasing down warriors, he
would attack these centers of gravity with converging columns as he
had done previously.

Brig. Gen. Alfred Terry, the Commandant of the Department of
Dakota, was placed in charge of this operation in the spring of
1876. Senior army commanders generally agreed that the nomadic
villages would eventually be in the area of the Yellowstone, Powder,



@TFICTII:S OF THE BATTLE

O ! i
H Bismarck
FORT SHAW K cuSTER COLR=®EGRT LINCOIN
L= =
0) o @
Helena | ' | NORTH DAK
) BI \»____.-— ——%\ SOUTH DA
z Fom E”;.xs .\(«,LLOWSTON a
é . USTER BATI_I{EFIELD N
; S
< N | Park :
(J\/\ __sNational Par GREAT SIOUX
o5 2 RESERVATION
| G " BLACK
{ > r‘ §‘D HILLS
QC A2 olx
o S e 25 ]
9% - \\'; 'o SQUTH DAKOTA 1)
S e 1 > 2 — — === NEBRASKA
o > © OPORT FETTERMAN
= 0 50 100

IDAHO OFORT LARAMIE

THREE-PRONGED MOVEM ENTS

IN THE SIOUX CAMPAIGN OF 1876

handle anything it meets,” was his
reply.! He also refused the Gatling
gun detachment of the 20th Infantry
Regiment which would have vastly
increased his firepower. Custer’s
watchword was speed, and he feared
any augmentation of his force might
slow its progress. As Terry and
Gibbon moved southwest over the
next three days, Custer drove his men
hard to the south. (Map 2)

24 June: By the evening of the 24th,
Custer was 25 miles east of the Indian
village. After dispatching scouts to
determine the exact location and



surprise in the past, he was alarmed when the scouts told him that
the Indians were probably aware of his presence.

25 June: Suddenly fearing he would lose the initiative and be
attacked by the Indians, or be the one who allowed them to
escape before Gibbon and Terry were in position, Custer decided
to attack. Employing tactics that had been successfully used
previously, he divided his force into three primary elements.
Maj. Marcus Reno would lead the main attack squadron (three
companies, totaling

again—this time east of the river. As his men moved, many

were cut down by Indians on horseback. When they reached the
high ground above the river, Reno gathered the remnants of his
command and formed a hasty defensive position. Meanwhile, to
the northeast, Custer’s force rode along the edge of a deep ravine
called Medicine Tail Coulee to get into position to strike the Indian
village from the north and complete his trap. Evidence suggests,
however, that Custer’s northward advance was interrupted by

the sudden movement of a band of Indians under Crazy Horse
attempting to execute

140 troopers) and
move up the river
toward the camp. A o
supporting squadron of
three companies (125
troopers total) under
Capt. Frederick Benteen
was instructed to
proceed southward on a
left oblique in search of

an envelopment around
Custer’s force. At this
point, Custer moved to
the high ground along
a nearby ridgeline,

but with Reno pinned
down, the fury of the
Indian response now
fell upon Custer.
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@ LESSONS LLEARMNEL

Strategic/Operational:

1) Strategy — Although Terry’s overall campaign strategy was sound —moving three mutually supporting columns of force to converge on
the rebellious tribes and their village — it failed in its execution. Terry’s plan relied on two questionable assumptions: one being a smaller
total number of Indians; the other that he was facing a less-determined foe. To complicate the situation, Terry never had the advantage of
Crook’s assessment of the enemy after his tough fight at Rosebud Creek on the 17th, so no adjustments were made. Then, of course, there
was Custer. Custer’s attack, without support from the larger force, deprived Terry of any chance at victory. If Custer and his 7th Cavalry had
waited until Gibbon’s supporting column was in place, it is likely Terry’s campaign strategy would have succeeded.

2) Mass - Operationally, Terry’s biggest failure was his inability to synchronize his three columns to effectively mass his forces against the
enemy. His subordinate commander (Custer) forced a battle that allowed the Indians to mass their superior numbers against a smaller
portion of his force. The judgment of history has placed much of this blame on Custer, but senior commanders succeed by maneuvering
their forces in such a way to allow them to apply strength against enemy weakness. In the final assessment, Terry failed to do this.

3) Intelligence Failure — The Army relied heavily on its Indian scouts leading up to Little Bighorn. These Crow, Arikara, and Pawnee — with
their knowledge of the terrain, the habits and tendencies of the Sioux, Cheyenne, and Arapaho - were critical to the development of strategy
in the field. Official Army estimates placed Indian numbers around 800. This seems to be the number that both Terry and Custer had in
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