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Winner of the 2016 Pulitzer Prize for HistoryFrom the winner of two Pulitzer Prizes and a
National Book Award, a brilliant biography of Gen. George Armstrong Custer that radically
changes our view of the man and his turbulent times.In this magisterial biography, T. J. Stiles
paints a portrait of Custer both deeply personal and sweeping in scope, proving how much of
Custer’s legacy has been ignored. He demolishes Custer’s historical caricature, revealing a
volatile, contradictory, intense person—capable yet insecure, intelligent yet bigoted, passionate
yet self-destructive, a romantic individualist at odds with the institution of the military (he was
court-martialed twice in six years).The key to understanding Custer, Stiles writes, is keeping in
mind that he lived on a frontier in time. In the Civil War, the West, and many areas overlooked in
previous biographies, Custer helped to create modern America, but he could never adapt to it.
He freed countless slaves yet rejected new civil rights laws. He proved his heroism but missed
the dark reality of war for so many others. A talented combat leader, he struggled as a manager
in the West.He tried to make a fortune on Wall Street yet never connected with the new
corporate economy. Native Americans fascinated him, but he could not see them as fully human.
A popular writer, he remained apart from Ambrose Bierce, Mark Twain, and other rising
intellectuals. During Custer’s lifetime, Americans saw their world remade. His admirers saw him
as the embodiment of the nation’s gallant youth, of all that they were losing; his detractors
despised him for resisting a more complex and promising future. Intimate, dramatic, and
provocative, this biography captures the larger story of the changing nation in Custer’s
tumultuous marriage to his highly educated wife, Libbie; their complicated relationship with Eliza
Brown, the forceful black woman who ran their household; as well as his battles and expeditions.
It casts surprising new light on a near-mythic American figure, a man both widely known and
little understood.

An Ebook Library Best Book of November 2015: As with many American icons, we really don’t
know much about General George Armstrong Custer. Born poor in Ohio, educated at West
Point, where he barely graduated, Custer’s reputation expanded quickly during the Civil War. He
was brave, he could lead, and he possessed that “Custer luck.” We all know where that luck
ended. Or do we? T.J. Stiles, who won a National Book Award and a Pulitzer for his biography of
Cornelius Vanderbilt, illustrates how Custer, who famously extended his military career by
fighting in Indian country, “lived on a chronological frontier even more than a geographical one.”
He wanted to be a hero. He wanted to be able to fight with a sword. But he came of age at the
onset of modernity—where “the new order was industrial, corporate, scientific, and legal.” Custer
represents something to each of us—whether brave fighter or ruthless Indian killer who got what
he deserved—but he was flesh and blood, and he lived a real life that was buoyed by ambition



and hope and riddled with contradictions. T.J. Stiles’ writing and research is as much hero here
as Custer, and it sets this biography apart from so many others. – Chris SchluepReviewWINNER
2016 - Pulitzer Prize for HistoryFINALIST 2016 - National Book Critics Circle AwardsFINALIST
2016 - California Book AwardFINALIST 2016 - Mark Lynton History PrizeLONGLIST 2016 -
Plutarch AwardWINNER 2016 - Western Writers of America Golden Spur AwardWINNER 2016 -
William H. Seward Award for Excellence in Civil War BiographyFINALIST 2015 - Guggenheim-
Lehrman Prize in Military HistoryBookPage Best Books of 2015St. Louis Post-Dispatch Best of
2015“If anyone could make a reader forget Custer’s last stand, at least for a few hundred pages
at a time, it would be T.J. Stiles… Stiles is a serious and accomplished biographer, but he is
more than that. He is a skilled writer, with the rare ability to take years of far-ranging research
and boil it down until he has a story that is illuminating and, at its best, captivating.” —The New
York Times Book Review“Epic, ambitious… [Stiles] scrupulously avoids caricature… Stiles’s
accomplishment is to show that, within the context of Custer’s life, the Battle of Little Bighorn
really was an epilogue.” —The Wall Street Journal“[This] sympathetic biography attempts to
demythologize and reassess a complicated figure… Stiles captures his subject with verve.” —
The New Yorker“In this deft portrait, Stiles restores Custer as a three-dimensional figure…
[Stiles’s] prodigious knowledge of 19th-century institutions is on display throughout Custer’s
Trials. He is able to situate Custer in the shifting culture of the Civil War and its aftermath in a
way no other biography has achieved… Stiles’s Custer is life-size.” —The Washington Post“This
energetic biography puts emphasis on the years in between Custer’s Civil War heroics and his
infamous Last Stand. Stiles is neither sympathetic nor unsympathetic in his treatment of Custer’s
profound need for attention.” —The St. Louis Post-Dispatch“Riveting… [Stiles] has given us a
different way to look at the flesh-and-blood man and his times.” —Minneapolis Star-
Tribune"Custer's Trials is exemplary in every way, replete with instances of detailed scholarship
and compelling analysis, dense with psychological insight, and written in a tight, adroit style." —
The Wichita Eagle"Custer was the product of an America which changed more dramatically
during his brief life than at any time in its history, except for the present sorry epoch, and Stiles,
who can write, and also research, recounts how those times shaped him and, in the process,
demolishes some of the Custer despisers’ (there are many, and I am one) most cherished
myths.... Terrific." —Field & Stream"Stiles portrays a complex and deeply flawed man... Stiles'
biography is a long, detailed, well-researched but highly readable account." —The Denver
Post“Engaging… A teeming portrait of the birth of modern America—and a gripping account of
Custer's role in it.” —San Jose Mercury News “A nuanced, complex and convincing portrait of
the man.” —San Francisco Chronicle “Rousing… An immersive, emphatic, bloody and very
assured book.” —Newsday“A good and meaty biography.” —Christian Science Monitor“T.J.
Stiles portrays Custer in the context of his time, and the man who emerges is much more than
merely a martyr or a fool…. [Stiles] goes furthest in exploring [Custer’s] contribution to Union
victory during the Civil War and the difficulties he faced adjusting to the world that he helped to
create.” —The Daily Beast"[Stiles's] biography is thorough, engrossing and fair. Custer is seen



as a man wearing many faces, some good, some not. The author has done a commendable job
drawing out from other sources to write a balanced account of a misunderstood historical figure.
A+ read." —San Francisco Book Review"Well-written and engaging... Custer’s Trials merits a
place on the bookshelf alongside Robert M. Utley’sCavalier in Buckskin, Evan S. Connell’s Son
of the Morning Star, and other top Custer biographies." —Civil War Book Review“Spectacular…
a satisfying portrait of a complex, controversial military man… Confidently presenting Custer in
all his contradictions, Stiles examines the times to make sense of the man—and uses the man to
shed light on the times.” —Publishers Weekly *starred review*"Stiles presents a much fuller
picture of the tragic figure many of us know... Custer's Trials masterfully adds dimension to his
life, helping us better understand the man behind the legend." —BookPage "Stiles doesn’t
disappoint with this powerful, provocative biography… A highly recommended modern
biography that successfully illuminates the lives of Custer and his family as part of the changing
patterns of American society." —Library Journal"A warts-and-all portrait... Stiles digs deep to
deliver genuine insight into a man who never adapted to modernity." —Kirkus Reviews“T. J.
Stiles has written a marvel of a book—the best life of Custer right up to the moment he marched
the 7th Cavalry out of Fort Abraham Lincoln while the band played ‘The Girl I Left Behind,’ on
their way to whip the Indians.” —Thomas Powers, author of The Killing of Crazy Horse “This
magnificent biography lifts the shroud of myth that has long hovered over Custer. Well-written,
exhaustively researched, and full of fresh insights, it does a superb job of re-creating not only his
life but even more the world in which he lived. Building on the work of previous writers, Stiles
surpasses them all with his breadth of detail and depth of analysis.” —Maury Klein, author, Days
of Defiance: Sumter, Secession, and the Coming of the Civil War “T.J. Stiles has done it again.
With this searching, memorable portrait of George Armstrong Custer, Stiles recaptures the
complexities of a man whom posterity has been content to caricature. Until now, in this
wonderful book.” —Jon Meacham, author of Destiny and Power: The American Odyssey of
George H. W. Bush “T. J. Stiles has written another splendid book. He portrays a real Custer, full
of flaws but possessed of outstanding combat skills and leadership. This biography easily
overshadows its many predecessors, offering new facts and interpretations as well as a
wonderful read.” —Robert Utley, author of Cavalier in Buckskin: George Armstrong Custer and
the Western Military Frontier“Despite the numerous works on Custer, this thoroughly researched
and riveting book is new. It is the first to interpret him as a representative of his times.” —Shirley
Leckie Reed, author of Elizabeth Bacon Custer and the Making of a Myth “George A. Custer has
proven an enduring metaphor for the American West, an ‘exaggerated American’ seen as
flamboyant military hero, icon of national expansion, or doomed oppressor of Native
Americans. More even than his compelling portrait of this central figure of American history, T. J.
Stiles brilliantly examines Custer within transforming national events—civil war, slavery’s end,
and economic and social modernization that privileged the powerful under guise of democratic
triumph—proving yet again why he is this generation’s finest biographer.” —Christopher Phillips,
author of The Rivers Ran Backward: The Civil War and the Remaking of the American Middle



Border"In this definitive reconsideration of an icon, Stiles reminds us why Custer remains such a
fascinating fixture in our national consciousness: To understand Custer is to understand a
significant sequence in the American DNA.” —Hampton Sides, author of Blood and
Thunder and In the Kingdom of IceAbout the AuthorT. J. STILES is the author of The First
Tycoon: The Epic Life of Cornelius Vanderbilt, winner of the 2009 National Book Award in
Nonfiction and the 2010 Pulitzer Prize in Biography, and Jesse James: Last Rebel of the Civil
War. Custer's Trials: A Life on the Frontier of a New America was awarded the 2016 Pulitzer
Prize in History. A member of the Society of American Historians and a former Guggenheim
fellow, Stiles lives in Berkeley, California, with his wife and two children.Excerpt. © Reprinted by
permission. All rights reserved.A voice called out to Custer, telling him to come see the
observation balloon. He stepped out of the large tent that he shared with three other officers and
his dogs and looked up. It was aloft, floating over the Union encampment. He found his field
glass in his hand, so he put its twin lenses to his eyes. He was stunned to see two young women
from Monroe seated in the basket—women in whom he had a certain interest. He dropped his
field glass and ran to the balloon’s base a short distance away. “Let me go up too,” he begged
the men in charge of it. They agreed. In a moment he somehow reached the basket high above,
“but my friends had gone, much to my disappointment.”He awoke. Unusually, he remembered
the dream. “I always deal with realities,” he wrote to his sister. “I am not a believer in dreams”—
unlike his mother—“but on the contrary think it absurd to pay any attention to them.” The more he
disavowed any significance, the more he implied that the dream haunted him. Two attractive
young women appear in his most isolated post, a basket in the air; he suddenly, inexplicably,
rises to that great height; they vanish the instant he reaches them. He corners what he desires,
yet it escapes him, leaving him bewildered and alone.When he stepped outside of his tent in the
morning—awake, this time—he found himself at Harrison’s Landing, the James River bivouac
where the Army of the Potomac had retreated after the victory at Malvern Hill. McClellan
established his headquarters at Berkeley Plantation, virtually the birthplace of the slaveholding
aristocracy in the South. Out of respect, McClellan did not occupy the brick manor house, but
ordered tents erected on the grounds. There he brooded on his enemies in the
administration.Just after the Battle of Gaines’s Mill, McClellan had sent a remarkable telegram to
Secretary Stanton. “If I save this Army now I tell you plainly that I owe no thanks to you or any
other persons in Washington—you have done your best to sacrifice this Army.” He knew his
accusation was shocking, but, he wrote to his wife, Lincoln was “entirely too smart to give my
correspondence to the public—it would have ruined him & Stanton forever.” His delusion was not
tested. In Washington the telegraph supervisor excised that last sentence, and so McClellan’s
anger grew unchecked.On July 8, in stifling heat and humidity, Lincoln came to Harrison’s
Landing. McClellan and staff, including Custer, met his steamer at the pier and conducted him
on a review of the army. Afterward the general and the president sat together under an awning
on the deck of Lincoln’s vessel. McClellan handed the president a letter. Lincoln opened it and
read as the general waited.“I earnestly desire . . . to lay before your excellency, for your private



consideration, my general views concerning the existing state of the rebellion,” McClellan
wrote.It should not be a war looking to the subjugation of the people of any State in any event. It
should not be at all a war upon population, but against armed forces and political organizations.
Neither confiscation of property, political executions of persons, territorial organization of States,
or forcible abolition of slavery should be contemplated for a moment. . . . Military power should
not be allowed to interfere with the relations of servitude, either by supporting or impairing the
authority of the master.He argued that the owners of contrabands should be compensated. And
he backed his political lecture with an implicit threat: “A declaration of radical views, especially
upon slavery, will rapidly disintegrate our present armies.”Lincoln said nothing, a silence that
McClellan took as vindication. The general even saw his defeat as a fine thing, reversing his
earlier analysis. “God has helped me, or rather has helped my army & country,” he told his wife
on July 10. “If I had succeeded in taking Richmond now the fanatics of the North might have
been too powerful & reunion impossible.” He wrote to Samuel L. M. Barlow, the Democratic Party
insider, “I have lost all regard & respect for the majority of the administration, & doubt the
propriety of my brave men’s blood being spilled to further the designs of such a set of heartless
villains.”The self-absorbed general did not see the rising anger at his performance, in the North
and even in his own army. Senator Zachariah Chandler of Michigan, an influential Radical on the
Joint Committee on the Conduct of the War, wrote to his wife on July 6, “I can hold my temper no
longer & will not try. . . . McLelland is an awful humbug & deserves to be shot.” McClellan airily
wrote to Barlow, “I do not think it best to reply to the lies of such a fellow as Chandler—he is
beneath my notice.”McClellan also misread Lincoln. The recent setbacks had convinced the
president that victory required farther-reaching policies. On July 13, he told two cabinet
members, “We must free the slaves or be ourselves subdued. The slaves were undeniably an
element of strength to those who had their service, and we must decide whether that element
should be with us or against us.” But McClellan was blind to these shifts in politics—and blind to
himself as well.Custer was more complicated. In the weeks that followed Lincoln’s visit, he did
two things that illustrated his inner contradictions—actions that were true to himself, yet pointed
to two very different possible futures.One of his deeds was to take part in a Confederate
wedding. His old friend John “Gimlet” Lea had been paroled after the Battle of Williamsburg—
allowed to go free as long as he did not return to military service before being formally
exchanged. Prisoners on both sides obeyed the terms of paroles with remarkable faithfulness.
Custer had heard that a family in Williamsburg was caring for his badly wounded friend, and
McClellan gave permission to go to look for him.Custer found Lea restored to health. Lea said
that he was engaged to the daughter of his host—“very beautiful to say the least,” Custer wrote—
and asked Custer to serve as best man. He agreed. During the wedding ceremony they stood
together in uniform, one in blue and one in gray, opposite the bride and her attractive cousin
Maggie. As Custer escorted Maggie out of the room, he told her she couldn’t be a very strong
secessionist to agree to take the arm of a Union officer. “You ought to be in our army,” she said. “I
asked her what she would give me if I would resign in the Northern army and join the Southern,”



he wrote. She replied, “You are not in earnest, are you?”He remained with Lea for two weeks,
flirting with Maggie. The four spent each evening in the parlor, playing cards or listening to
Maggie on the piano, playing “Dixie,” “For Southern Rights Hurrah,” and other rebel tunes. Custer
did not mind; he was more interested in her beauty than her politics. In a sense, though, his very
presence was political, in a way McClellan fully endorsed.The other thing he did set a different
tone, an implacable tone. “He vowed that he would not cut his hair until he entered Richmond,”
Tully McCrea wrote to a friend. “You may think from this that he is a vain man, but he is not; it is
nothing more than his penchant for oddity. . . . He is a gallant soldier.” He would let his curly
blond hair grow and grow until the Union achieved total victory—a sign that he wanted total
victory, a sign that became more visible with each day.“Captain! Captain!” Custer heard the cry
from the far side of some nearby bushes. It was the bugler, still just a boy. “Two secesh are after
me!” Custer reined his horse around and found the lad firing his carbine at two Confederates
approaching on horseback. Custer drew his revolver and spurred toward them.It was August 5,
1862, on the Peninsula. Two days earlier he had crossed the James River on a raid with Col.
William W. Averell, who commended him for his “impetuous dash.” Now he rode with Averell
again in a probe of the rebels near White Oak Swamp. He and about 400 Union cavalrymen had
charged a few dozen troopers of the 10th Virginia Cavalry, dispersing them. Custer had galloped
off to the left after some escaping Confederates, away from the main body, when he heard the
bugler.Seeing Custer, the two rebels turned and fled. Custer rode one of them down; at his call
to surrender, the Confederate hesitated, then reined in his horse and handed over his carbine.
Custer took him back to the rest of his detachment and put him under guard, then rode out
again, accompanied by a lieutenant and ten men. “We had not gone far until we saw an officer
and fifteen or twenty men riding toward us with the intention of cutting their way through and
joining their main body,” he wrote. “When they saw us coming toward them however, they
wheeled suddenly to the left and attempted to gallop around us.”Custer picked out the officer
and spurred his fine black horse into a gallop. The rebel’s mount was at least as fast, so Custer
angled to cut him off at a rail fence ahead. The Confederate jumped his horse cleanly over it.
Custer followed, his own horse clearing the top rail. He had never felt such a surge of adrenaline
—“exciting in the extreme,” he wrote. The enemy landed on soft ground, wet after a recent rain,
which slowed his progress. Custer guided his horse to more solid footing and rapidly drew
closer, hooves thudding the earth, freshly loaded revolver in hand.Surrender, he yelled.
Surrender or I will shoot. “He paid no attention,” Custer wrote. He fired and missed. “I again
called on him to surrender, but received no reply.” He cocked his revolver—the six chambers in
its cylinder hand--packed with lead balls, powder charges, and percussion caps—and leveled
the barrel as he rode. “I took deliberate aim at his body and fired.” The hammer snapped down
on the percussion cap, sparking the gunpowder, which exploded in a jet of flame and smoke,
propelling the ball on a spiraling path through the rifled barrel until it burst outof the muzzle. The
other rider suddenly relaxed, sat upright in his saddle for an instant, and toppled heavily to the
ground.Now Custer’s strange sense of isolation, his temporary tunnel universe of only him and



his prey, evaporated. His party appeared all around him, firing wildly at the rest of the escaping
Confederates. The bugle call of “rally”—the command to return to the main force—warbled
through the trees. Custer spotted a cluster of five riderless horses. He recognized a bright bay, a
“blooded” thoroughbred. An exceptional straight steel sword swung from a black morocco
saddle ornamented with silver nails and a red morocco breast strap. It was the horse of his
victim, “a perfect beauty.” Custer took its rein and led it behind him. “A splendid trophy,” he
wrote.He did not see the man he had shot. The lieutenant who fought with Custer “told me that
he saw him after he fell, and that he rose to his feet, turned around, threw up his hands and fell
to the ground with a stream of blood gushing from his mouth.”Again Averell commended Custer,
for his “gallant and spirited conduct.” But this skirmish was unique. It was the first time he had
killed a man—rather, that he knew he had killed a man. He had ridden in charges and ordered at
least one himself; he had shot at the enemy and commanded that volleys be fired; but never had
he selected an individual and destroyed his life. He had passed through a doorway with no
return.“It was his own fault,” he explained to his sister and brother-in-law. “I told him twice to
surrender, but was compelled to shoot him.” He was answering a silent question—a question no
one had asked but himself. Often he had expressed his willingness to die for his country; though
not a devout man, his statements reflected the faith in which he had been raised, a religion that
worshipped Him who had given His life that others may live. But Custer had never written about
killing. It was a soldier’s defining function, of course, what set him apart from the civilian, even
the constable, detective, or armed guard. Now he faced its reality.The enemy soldier had been
riding away, trying to escape. Custer tracked him, calculated his approach, and took careful aim.
He shot him in the back. He had picked a man and erased his memories, canceled his hopes.
He had wiped from existence his victim’s taste for his favorite food, his habit of how he wore his
hat, his superstitions, his most secret fear, the way he laughed. He took the man from his
parents and children and friends forever. I tried not to kill him, Custer told himself. I tried twice.
And then I had no choice. Whether the answer satisfied him or not, he never asked the question
again.Read more
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Mal Warwick, “A superb, three-dimensional biography. When we learned American history in
school, a few easily identifiable names stuck in our memory. George Washington and Abraham
Lincoln, of course. Thomas Jefferson, FDR, and John F. Kennedy, probably (though Kennedy
was after I’d left for college). But high on the list is one man who was never president, and in fact
never rose above the rank of Lieutenant Colonel in the U.S. Army: George Armstrong Custer.
What became almost universally known as Custer’s Last Stand has taken the place among the
iconic events in our country’s history. Unfortunately, as we’ve learned to expect, the history we
were spoon-fed in our public schools about both the event and the man was oversimplified, at
best. As the brilliant biographer T. J. Stiles demonstrates in Custer’s Trials: A Life on the Frontier
of a New America, the life led by Custer before the massacre at Little Big Horn in 1876 was, if
anything, far more significant than his death.Custer at warCuster was a second lieutenant in the
U.S. Army cavalry not long out of West Point when the Civil War broke out in 1861. After an
uncomfortable stint in the Balloon Corps, conducting reconnaissance missions over enemy
lines, Custer managed to ingratiate himself with General George McClellan, Commander of the
Army of the Potomac. He was quickly given a position on the general ‘s staff and promoted to
captain.Soon afterward, Custer went into battle as a cavalry officer. It was not long before he
proved himself to be an outstanding leader in battle, charging forward toward the enemy, often
far ahead of his men, and wielding his saber with lethal effect. He distinguished himself so
brilliantly in combat that he was promoted to the temporary rank of brigadier general and given
command of a brigade consisting of some 2,000 soldiers. He was twenty-three years old. The
press came to call him the “Boy General of the Golden Locks.”As leadership of the army shifted
from the hopelessly cautious McClellan to one general, then another, Custer continued to shine
on the battlefield. “There he was at ease.” Eventually, when Ulysses S. Grant took command of
the Army, Custer became a favorite of Grant’s own favored subordinate, Philip Sheridan.
Working under Sheridan’s tutelage, Custer played a major role in turning back the Confederate
advance in the Shenandoah Valley, closing off the Confederate Army’s path to the north and
thus hastening the end of the war.Throughout this time, Custer continued to endanger himself to
an extreme degree leading from the front. Bullets (spent from having been fired from a great
distance) literally bounced off him, and the horses he rode died while he survived battle. One
one occasion, he “had three horses shot from underneath him in a single day,” on another “losing
two horses killed beneath him within fifteen minutes of each other.” An attack led by Custer killed
General J.E.B. Stuart, one of the stars of the Confederate Army and a cherished friend of Robert
E. Lee. It was for exploits like these that Custer was promoted to the rank of major general
(though the rank was a temporary, “brevet” promotion.) He became one of the most recognized
heroes of the Civil War, celebrated in newspapers and magazines across the North. The fame
he gained made it possible for him to become a professional magazine writer in later years, to
supplement his meager salary from the Army.A man of his timeStiles writes, “Custer became an



icon because he embodied the times in a heightened, dramatic way.” A graduate of West Point,
he experienced the country’s first professional education. As an officer in the Army, which
“pioneered the organizational society in America,” he became proficient in bureaucratic
infighting. Custer was an eminently political general (though he blundered dramatically on more
than one occasion). In the years following the war, he gravitated toward New York in a futile
search for a fortune, where he cozied up to the gamblers and charlatans who dominated Wall
Street. Assigned to a series of frontier forts, Custer became emblematic of the genocidal wars
against Native Americans. And he “epitomized the transitional nature of this moment, as
America transformed into an organizational society.”The trialsStiles bookends his biography with
accounts of the two courts-martial Custer faced in his short career (the “Trials” of the title). At
West Point, he was prosecuted for cheating and dismissed from the army in 1861, shortly before
the outbreak of war. “Then he was reinstated. Out of dozens who were dismissed, he was the
only one to be saved. He had no idea why.” (He graduated last in his class.) Stiles attributes this
to Custer’s extraordinary good luck, which saved his career — and his life — on many later
occasions.In 1867, following his heroic performance in the Civil War, he faced prosecution again
for a long list of charges, including absence without leave (AWOL), marching his troops to
exhaustion and his horses to their deaths, and commandeering “two ambulances and four
mules for his own use.” Following his conviction that year, the appeals process commenced,
eventually ending up on the desk of General Grant, who was still in command of the Army.
Custer had served Grant with great distinction in the war, but the president nonetheless
announced that what others thought was a harsh sentence he thought was too light. Presumably
because Grant was distracted by the turbulent politics that led to his nomination for president,
Custer’s sentence was never carried out.The man, not the legendLike his father, Custer was a
conservative Democrat who “embraced Southern extremism” despite his upbringing in Michigan.
He was an outspoken racist. During the height of the war, when a lull in the fighting allowed, he
frequently fraternized with Confederate officers whom he had known at West Point. After the
Civil War, when he was assigned to police the South for violations of Reconstruction, he
routinely turned a blind eye toward the continued exploitation and brutalization of former slaves.
He actively played politics, opposing the Radical Republican forces in Congress that backed
Reconstruction and campaigning for his hero, George McClellan, in the 1868 presidential
election against Ulysses Grant.The hero-general who captivated the public imagination during
the Civil War became a tyrant when shifted to command troops on the frontier. He may have
been responsible for an atrocity. In the war, the soldiers serving under him had idolized Custer;
on the frontier, his poor treatment of subordinates led to “plots against Custer’s life. . . Families
took up the crusade against him.” In fact, as Stiles seems to suggest, Custer’s catastrophic
defeat at the Little Big Horn may have come about because the subordinate officers
commanding several companies of his troops deliberately failed to come to his rescue. However,
as Stiles points out, the most obvious reason for the massacre that ended Custer’s life was that
“the army lost largely because the Indians won.”Custer was also addicted to gambling at cards



and horse races. Stiles writes, “As an army officer, he always felt short of money. He breathed it
in and out without ever accumulating any.” The gambling made this worse, of course. Custer’s
long-suffering wife was the primary victim.Stiles also emphasizes Custer’s duplicity with women.
For an extended time, he romanced one young woman while more seriously pursuing the
woman he eventually married. During their marriage, especially once he had been assigned to
the frontier, he slept with other women. Stiles extensively quotes letters and diary entries by his
wife, Libbie Bacon Custer, illustrating the strain in their marriage.About the authorT. J. Stiles‘
masterful biography of Cornelius Vanderbilt, The First Tycoon, won both the National Book
Award and the Pulitzer Prize for Nonfiction. Custer’s Trials is the third of the biographies he has
written about some of the leading figures of the mid- to late-nineteenth century. His first was
Jesse James: The Last Rebel of the Civil War. Stiles lives in Berkeley, California. Fittingly,
Custer’s Trials has been nominated for a 2015 National Book Critics Circle Award for Biography.”

MOGVET 93, “Who is G A Custer. This book opened up more about Custers life at West Point
and the earlier years of his career that I was completely unfamiliar with. I learned so much more
about Custer both his gallantry and vanity.”

Scotty's Detailing, “The Definitive Work on Custer & His Times. I have a picture my dad took of
my sister and me at the Little Bighorn Monument in Montana when I was 2 or 3. I've been back
since, of course, but I've always found the story of Custer compelling. Was he a hero or a
megalomaniac who got most of his command killed? The answer, I've found from reading this
work is much more complicated than a simply either/or. The amount of research this work
includes is staggering. The footnotes alone take up 80 pages. I've read several books on GAC,
including his wife's biography, but I've learned from Mr. Stiles that I didn't know half of what he
includes in this book. It's simply amazing how he incorporates not only insights in Custer's
background, life & character into the story of his roller-coaster life but also so much about
American history and politics of this period. It's hard to put down. (I started reading the library's
copy of this book and quickly realized I wanted it for my own library. It's a great resource.)
Highly recommended.”

John R. Orr, “An interesting and well written biography. I have Nathanial Philbrick's life of Custer,
and Evan Connells' Song of the Morning Star, along with the two volumes of Whittaker and I
bought this book on the strength of T. J. Stiles book on Jesse James. If you have Philbrick and
Connell's volumes (which can be compared with Whittakers to help understand the controversy
of Custer, this is a useful, if somewhat different side of Custer. It rounds up some of the gaps of
the above (although Connell I believe is still the best all round biography) and does give insights
into his character and how he became what he did. Worth buying if you have no other volumes,
but be aware of Connell and Philbrick - as well as Whittaker.”



Mr. W. Nicol, “Outstanding. There are many biographies of Custer and I have read most of them.
This is one of the very best. Expansive, detailed and thoroughly researched. This book not only
deals with the man but also explains his relationships with peers, colleagues, friends, and lovers.
Evocative of an amazing period in US history the book is rich in its portrayal of Custer and his
military career. Superbly written. It is a modern classic and is highly recommended.”

Horse drawn farmer, “Brilliant biography. Superb academic scholarship, by a man who
understands his subject. Written in a style and in language that even a dumb horse drawn farmer
can understand. To wear your scholarship so lightly, without the show of academic ego is a rare
thing.”

c.tottman, “as desribed and early delivery - good reading. as desribed”

NTL, “Bang on the money. The author has written an admirable book on a complex Custer.
Superb account and deserves the Pulitzer Prize. Insightful and clarifying. Prose is spot on.”

The book by T.J. Stiles has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 473 people have provided feedback.
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