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(Tribune colorphoto by Godirey Lundberg)

Chicago Sunday Tribune

Custer at the battle of the Little Big Horn, as interpreted by Walter S. Oschman, Chicago artist.

Last Feno of the Little Big Horu

The congressional medal of

honor awarded Put. Neil Ban-

croft for heroism at the Listle
Big Horn.

8y JOHN H.

N THE MUSTY FILES of the National
Archives building in Washington, it lies
forgotten by all save a few research
workers. A congressional medal of honor,
the nation’s highest military award for
valor, given only to the bravest of the brave.

Pvt. Neil Bancroft was one of them, one
of the 22 soldiers who were awarded the
medal of honor for valorous conduct when
they fought the Sicux Indians at the battle
of the Little Big Horn, June 25-26, 1876,
where Gen. George Armstrong Custer and
half his command were killed.

But Pvt. Bancroft never knew ‘a grateful
nation had so honored him. By the time
the medal was issued. Oct. 5, 1878, and
reached the Tth cavalry regiment, Pvt. Ban-
croft had completed his five year enlist-
ment and was discharged.

And that, as far as the army adjutant
general’s office was concerned, was that.
The army never tried to find Bancroft. The
last entry in the yellowing AGO files re-
cords Bancroft’s discharge and the return of
the medal to the AGO, where it lies today,
the colors of the ribbon a bit faded, the
bronze of the medal somewhat darkened,
still in its original case which was once sent
by registered mail to Pvt Bancroft, for
that was the army's way of doing things
in those days.

THOMPSON

If he were alive today the old Indian
fighter would be almost 104 years old. He
was pushing 28, a strapping lumberman by
trade, when he was enlisted here in Chi-
cago, by Capt. Henry Carroll, of the 9th
cavalry, on Sept. 20, 1873. On the Little
Big Horn he was 30.

The chances are he is dead; 104 is an
advanced age for even a rugged old Indian
fighter. But there are no known vital sta-
tistics to show that, either here or at Os-
wego, N. Y., where he was born. For the
purposes of history Bancroft stepped off the
stage Sept. 20, 1878, when he turned in his
cavalry blues and saddle at Fort Abraham
Lincoln.

But the researcher turns over the old
muster rolls of the 7th cavalry, whose com-
pany A Bancroft joined socn after his en-
listment. He sees the neat ink noting the
award to Bancroft, entered after his dis-
charge. He studies the original reports
made by Maj. Marcus A. Reno, Custer’s sec-
ond in command, and others, and the old
pages of history come alive again.

Chicago was headquarters for the mili-
tary division of the Mississippi when Ban-
croft decided a five year hitch with the
cavalry was just what he needed. Four
years before, at Fort Laramie, in 1869, the
white men had signed a solemn treaty with

Reverse side of the medal. It

was issued Oct. 5, 1878, and

reached the 7th cavalry after
Bancroft’s discharge.
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the plains Indians, designed to
end ‘the Indian wars which had
gone on for 30 years,

By the 1870’s the treaty had
been broken many times. Ex-
peditions seeking gold and
other minerals and the riches
of the Montana territory had
gone out, followed by Indian
traders, despite our covenant
that the land would be barred
to the white man.

The pressure of our expand-
ing western civilization was
too great for any treaty, per-
haps. ‘At any rate it was
broken, and the Indians took
to the warpath under such
Sloux chiefs as Sitting Bull,
Crazy Horse, and Gall.

From his St. Paul headquar-
ters, Maj. Gen.” Alfred H.
Terry, commander of the de-
partment of the Dakotas, had
gone to the Yellowstone river,
Indian hunting. Maj. Gen.
George Crook, from Omaha,
had just had his ears pinned
back by Sitting Buill on Roze-
bud creek.

Now Terry was there, seek-
ing the Indian village. Under
him were Maj. Gen. George
Gibbon, with the 7th infantry
and a few cavalry troops, and
Gen.

had the 7th cavalry from Fort
Abraham Lincoln, in the Da-
kotas.
campaign against the Indians
Gibbon held the regular army

(At the time of this:

on June 22, 1876, with orders
to seek out the Indian village.
Terry and Gibbon were to go
down the Yellowstone to the
Big Horn with the main col-
umn, thence down the Big
Horn to its juncture with the
Little Big Horn. Terry was
certain he would find the In-
dians there. Custer, by follow-
ing the Rosebud, then cutting
across country, to the Little
Big Horn was to come up on
the Indians from the south
and east .ninching them
against Terry and Gibbon.
Glory beck as B: 1t

skirmish line. The bugler blew
the charge. Bancroft and the
others set their spurs and
drove for the village, a thin,
thin line, with guidons fiying.

It was Reno’s luck, as a sol-
dier later remarked, that the
Hunkpapa Sioux under Chief
Gall were on that flank. Of
all the Sioux this was the
bravest, and smartest of the
warrior societies.

Caught by surprise while
their ponfes were grazing, the
Hunkpapa raced for their
ponim; leaped on, and rode to

pt the charge. Back in

trotted off behind “Long

Hair.” With a late start the
column made only 12 miles the
first day. On the 234, as it
picked up the clear trail of a
big Indian village cn the move,
Custer drove harder,

Weary and thirsty, the troop-
ers added 33 miles that day,
and 28 more on the 24th. On
the 25th at dawn they crossed
into the thtle Big Horn val-
ley.

Custer had close to 700 men
and officers. Splitting his
forces he took five troops with
him along the north bank of
the river. Reno, with three
troops, was sent along the
south bank, with Capt. md
erick B

the village all was confusion
as old men and women and
bables fled toward the south
while warriors tried to grab
rearing ponies. .

As more and more warriors
rode on to the line, Reno called
a halt. Had he carrled his
charge, say the Indian veter-
ans, Reno would have split the
village, and Custer could have
come in from the north. It
might have been a rout. At
least it would have given the
white men better positions.

But Reno, remembering his
Civil war experience and being
green at Indian fighting, or-
dered his men to dismouat
and fight. Many of the Indians
were firing the latest mndel
Winch and

country on Reno's left wlth
the rest.
B t and the others in

rank of colonel, Terry and
Crook both were: brigadier

Company A rode with Reno,
who said his orders were not
to attack. Cus-

generals, and Custer himself
was a lleutenant colonel.)

In the Civil war Custer, com-
manding a division of cavalry,
bad never lost a flag or a gun.
He had made a name for him-
self as an Indlan fighter, and
he was eager for the hunt.

Only the winter before at
Washita Custer had split his
forces and crushed and routed
a band of Sloux. The Indian
ponies then were lean and half
starved. This was summer
time now, and Custer should
have known that the Indian
ponies were fat and sleek from
grazing on the grass of the
Rosebud and the Little Big
Horn rivers. ‘The same tactics
might be dangerous now.

e @ o
Thae were worthy foe, these
H sh,ux' jou

Sioux. the Two' Kettle and
Blackfoot Sioux, the Sans Arc
and Ogalala Sioux, the Chey-
enne and Arapahoe. In the
late 1880’s the commander-in-
chief of the British army, Lord
Wolseley, called the little
United States army the best in
the world, because it had been
whipped into shape, largely
thru 40 years of fighting these
same Yndians.
Enemies rated the plains
Indians as the finest light cav-
alry in the world, “ superior to
the best English regiments,”
“ foemen far more to be dread-
ed than any European cav-

Mar
they lived by shoonng the buf-
falo herds while riding over
rovgh ground at top speed.
And it was only when the
white man exterminated their
commissary, the buffalo, that
the plains Indla.ns finally met
defeat.

This was the enemy waiting
for Custer when he left the
headwaters of Rosebud creek

ter was {o mpport him wlth
the main col The g

gazine loading rifles, sold
themp by white traders. Ban-
croft and his mates were
armed with pistols and single
shot carbines in which the
cartridges often jammed.

e & 3

waved his big plains hat and
rode off. It was the last time
Reno saw him alive.

Two milez farther on, at
about 12:30 p. m., Reno came
in sight of the village, lying
within the shadows of the Big
Horn mountains, near the
river. Custer had expected no
more than 1,500 men at most,
and bhad -figured the Indians
would run from the troopers.

What Reno found was a vil-
lage of 2,000 tepees, each with
two to three warriors, over
half of them veterans. Up
went his arm. Sergeants
formed the column into a long

LS \i
(Lsnks photo frem Esropean)
Monument in Custer park
in South Dakota’s Black
Hills.

Soon out d, Reno fell
back. Some say he lost his
head, ordering the command
to mount and dismount three
times. Some of the cavalry
never heard his command to
retreat. Whatever the cause,
in no time at all, as the Sioux
whirled and circled with their
outlandish war cries, the re-
treat became a rout.

Reno heid for a time in the
timber beside the. river, then
fell back across the ford, as

-his losses mounted, ts the top

of a hill, where he was jolned
by Benteen. As the attack
slackened he set the men to
digging -rifle pits.

And where was Custer?
Reno could hear firing to the
northwest where Custer should
have crossed another ford.
Indians from Reno's front
began deploying to join the
attack on Custer.

Custer had started down to
the ford when he saw the
Indian village in confusion
and Indians running. But
there were four Indians who
didn't run, as Stanley Vestal,
an Indian historian later re-
constructed the scene, for there
were no survivors with Custer.

One was Bob-Tail-Horse, a
young man with as cold a
courage 8as young Bancroft
had. Bob-Tail-Horse and his
warrjors rode out to meet the
column of blue. And as ft
halted, unexplainedly, in the
face of the four, the Indians
opened fire. With five others
they held the ford agaimst
Custer’s column until hun-
dreds and hundreds of war-
riors, late for the battle,
dashed across. the ford and
jolned the fight.

That sealed the fate of Cus-
ter. He and his troopers fought

valiantly down to the bitter | Ca
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* HEY, LEO—TIME FOR BAND REHEARSALE" -

LOST HERO

(Continued from Page 11)
end, falling back on a hill, but
unable to reach its crest be-
fore the Indian cavalry poured
~gver them. It was all over in
an hour and a half. Not a
trooper on Custer’s hill sur-
vived -

#And then back came the
Indians to besiege Reno. Reno
managed one sally from his
lines,- but was soon driven
back to the hill, cut off from
all water in the river below.
As Reno, a veteran of the
Civil war, describes the Indian
attacks:

“I have never secn the fire
- equaled.”

Reno had about 340 men
when he started. He had left
a pile of dead and wounded
across the river. Now, on the

hill, the number of wounded -

continued to mount. For 16
hours the Reno force had been:
without water, and the cries of
the wounded were pitiful.

Capt. Benteen called for vol-
unteers. to géet water for the
wounded. That may not sound
like very much today. But
Reno and his men knew it was
the most hazardous task a
man could do, for it meant
crawling down the slopes with
canteens and kettles under
the most galling fire.

So the captain - called ' for
volunteers and the entire com-
mand responded. It was that
way with the men of the 7th
cavalty. From the volunteers,
Capt. Benteen selected three
troopers: Bancroft, David W.
Harris and Stanislaus Roy.

Creeping, crawling, sliding,

and slipping, the three troop-
ers made it down to the Litue
Big Horn while bullets gpat-
tered about them. Not once,
but twice, and three times, the
volunteers made the danger-
ous journey for water.
e o0

Bancroft, Harris, and Roy:
survived their . journeys, and
were alive the noon of the 27th
when, after the Indians with-
drew in good order, Terry and
Gibbon arrived with the relief
party. Sitting Bull’s braves
had done to Custer what Cus-
ter had planned to do to the
Indians. The. relief party
buried nearly 300 dead and
carried out Reno’s 52 wounded
on litters to the Big Horn
river, where an army packet,
the Far West, carried them
700 miles to Bismarck, N. D.
_In the slow way of the army,
it took nearly two years for
the AGO to get around to
awarding medals for that
action. At first the company

ders put in al all
of their men, untfl told by Gen.
Terry that the medal of honor
was I ded for “ pd
acts of gallantry in action.” A
board of officers reduced this
number to 22,

But when it came to finding
Bancroft the army wasn't in-
terested. The medal itself, the
only medal given for any mili-
tary deed at that time, had
just been born in the Civil war.
It was not until many years
later that jt came to be guard-
ed and protected by the pyra-
mid of lesser medals below it.
And, now that the safeguards
are so0 tharo, there could never
again be a case like that of
Pvt. Bancroft. -

Page Seventezn

i

>

NOW! make sure Yeur lasndry is
protected — with that triumpk of bathroom
glamour —the Werld's Nowest Hamper
makes laundry last longer!

PEARL-WICK'

self.ventilating hampers made of STEEL-RIBBED DUROWEVES

DANGER! M(LOEW {3 MURDER! Vasts

ieondry con be weakened over 30%
in Sampers withoul all-over sir veats for
complets crosevestiiation.

_ OVER 15000 NON-CLOG AIR
,» VENTSI Air circulates every-
destructive mildew

Made of steel-ribbed DURO-
WEVE!Won't dent, bend or bulge!
Gives years more sefvice!
SHOWN ABOVE: the newest
-WICK hamper...leaturing

IF YOU CAN
READ THIS

You Can Help
Those Who Can’t

i 50 IR I ‘
SAVE PERK—
DOG FOOD LABELS

HELP-the-BLIND

Own Master Eye Dogs Free

ALL CLEAR interior . . . no posts,
no beams, no bulky framework
. nothing to snag or cstch!

Glnmlng Duro-Plastic top,

chrome-trimmed; hand-dec-

orated front panel.

Exclusive choice df the “GOOD

AMERICAN HOME".

8 !nlly atieched ts

PEARL-WICK
woll of claset doael
*A —dd yow bend

2 deops oufl
DOOR OR WALL NAMPER . lluh- "lnl"
ild’s reem eld;

Dadssonm noed; both-
roem “etire.”

omy 134




