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Custer became a prominent element in the cavalry
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Arlington Heights Memorial Library
500 North Dunton Avenue, Arlington Heights, Illinois

Custer
in the
Shenandoah

Kevin Connelly

G

eorge Armstrong Custer is one of the
most famous (to some, infamous) characters of American history, military or otherwise. His demise at the Little Big Horn in 1876
is possibly the second-most written about American battle, behind only Gettysburg.
But of course well before his Indian fights,
Custer was justly famous as the Boy General of
the Union in the Civil War. Jumped from captain
to brigadier general just before Gettysburg, Custer
became instantly famous when he led his Michigan horsemen in a key charge on the final day of
battle. He continued to spark the public imagination during the cavalry operations of the 1864

Overland Campaign (one of his troopers even
killed Confederate General Jeb Stuart), and he
was at the knife edge of the pursuit of the Army of
Northern Virginia in the campaign that led to the
surrender at Appomattox.
He was, perhaps less famously, a key performer
in the Shenandoah Valley campaign of fall 1864
and early spring 1865. Transferred to the Valley
when General Philip Sheridan was placed in command in late summer 1864, Custer and his troopers were deeply involved in the campaign that
ended the Valley’s usefulness to the Confederacy.
In the process the Boy General was bumped up
from brigade to division command, becoming a
prominent element in a hard-hitting cavalry corps
that proved crucial to Union victory. Custer also
had his share of conflict with the legendary, and
effective, Confederate partisan John Mosby.
On Friday, December 4, Kevin Connelly will
relate the story of George Armstrong Custer in the
Shenandoah. Connelly is general manager of
MASH Services of Illinois, a pest management
company in Chicago. He has been a member and
board member of numerous Civil War and Plains
Indian War historical/preservation associations.
His involvement in Custeriania has been the subject of articles in The Chicago Sun Times and The
Wall Street Journal. He has had a number of articles published on Civil War and Plains Indian
Wars subjects, and he has spoken in front of a
number of groups on those subjects. He and his
wife, Liz, reside in Orland Park, IL.
If you would like to join us for dinner at Sam’s
of Arlington restaurant, 1863 West Central Road,
Arlington Heights, at 5:30 p.m. before the meeting on December 4, please contact me at
splat99@comcast.net or (708) 306-5966 by
Wednesday, December 2. — Pat McCormick

Please note the December Friday night meeting is back at the library

Greatest Maritime Disaster
in American History
By Pat McCormick

O

n Friday, November 6, Gene Salecker
sent away empty, or almost so, while Sultana was
spoke to the round table about the greatoverloaded. Meanwhile, the already-scorched
est maritime disaster in American hisboilers were given a hurried patch, being worked
tory, the explosion of the steamboat Sultana in
on even as the former prisoners were loading.
April 1865.
Sultana’s troubles increased after her stop in
Sultana was launched in 1863, seeing service
Memphis, where 300,000 pounds of sugar was
ferrying troops in the Vicksburg campaign
offloaded, removing critical ballast. Running hard
(among other places). She was very successful
with the pressure valves tied down, the top-heavy
initially, but
condition of
when the
the boat reMississippi
sulted in a
River was
heavy list
completely
when runopened by
ning crossthe fall of
current,
Vicksburg
draining the
and Port
boilers on
Hudson,
one side until
competition
an explosion
increased.
resulted.
Her second
Gene Salowner was J.
ecker spent
Cass Mason,
some time on
who doubled
the stories of
Sultana
as her capindividual
(U.S. Library of Congress image )
tain, and he
victims,
ran her hard,
among them
placing a particular amount of wear and tear on
a woman who had lost two husbands in previous
the boilers. Mason was perpetually short of
shipwrecks (and now lost a husband and daughmoney, so that he never seemed to have money to
ter) and a former prisoner who later said that his
overhaul the boilers.
emaciated condition saved his life by allowing a
The boilers were one key element in an “event
small piece of debris to keep him floating.
cascade” along the lines of Apollo 13, leading to
He also displayed a very effective graphic
disaster. Others were greed and corruption. When
showing the comparative sizes of Sultana and Titanic, of which the much-smaller Sultana had
Sultana stopped in Vicksburg, Mason worked out
a deal with a shady Union official, Reuben Hatch.
more passengers, more deaths, and fewer surviMason bribed Hatch to steer as many former Unvors. Finally, he pointed out that no one was ever
ion prisoners of war to Sultana as possible, evenprosecuted for the disaster.
On behalf of the round table, I would like to
tually jamming the boat with some 2100 of them
(in addition to the boat’s crew and about 100 paythank Gene Salecker for an engrossing and
ing civilian passengers). Two other boats were
enlightening presentation.
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December Events

December Saturday Discussion

December 6, McHenry County Civil War Round
Table. Holiday party, a fund raiser for McHenry
County Civil War Round Table Scholarship, will
feature a visit by Robert E. Lee.
December 10, Lake County Civil War Round Table. Christmas party at Grayslake Historical Society, 7:00 p.m.
December 11, Civil War Museum, Kenosha, WI.
Gene Salecker will speak on the Sultana Disaster.
Program sponsored by the Milwaukee Civil War
Round Table and the Iron Brigade Association.
Information on all Civil War Museum programs is
available at www.thecivilwarmuseum.org or (262)
653-4140.
December 11, Chicago Civil War Round Table.
Dave Keller will speak on Camp Douglas.
December 18, Salt Creek Civil War Round Table.
Larry Gibbs will speak on the Lost Cause.

All members and guests are invited to participate
in the session to be held at the Barrington Area
Library, on Saturday, December 19, 2015, from
10:00 a.m. until noon. The topic of the day will be
the annual game of Civil War Trivia. Members
are invited to bring their favorite holiday treats to
share with the group and their own beverage.
These discussions are generally held on the
third Saturday of the month from September
through June. They are held to generate and foster
a free exchange of ideas on Civil War events.

Women’s Civil War Book Club
The next book for the Civil War book club for
women is Blaze of Glory by Jeff Shaara. The
meeting will be held at 7 p.m. on December 10,
2015, at the home of Denise Limburg. If you are
interested in joining the group, contact Mary
Banks at zeller1@comcast.net or (847) 497-3149
or Denise Limburg at (847) 382-1022 or
dlimburg@prodigy.net.

Book Discussion Group
The Civil War book discussion group led by Tom
DeFranco at the Eisenhower Library, 4613 North
Oketo, Harwood Heights, meets on the first Saturday of the month from 10:00 until 11:30 a.m. On
December 5 the group will discuss No Better
Place To Die: The Battle of Stones River by Peter
Cozzens.

Dues Are Due
Dues forms and checks should be sent to treasurer
Tom DeFranco, 4844 North Ridgewood Avenue,
Norridge, Illinois 60706-2941. Dues are $55 family, $45 individual, and $5 student. A sustaining
membership is any payment over the normal rates.
Deduct $5 if you receive the newsletter by e-mail.
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Roster Change
New recruits
Mr. and Mrs. Jerry Rodosky
608 South Grove Avenue
Barrington, Illinois 60010-4407
(847) 381-8695
e-mail gjrodosky@gmail.com

It’s a Fact
The erratic behavior of Confederate generals
Braxton Bragg, Joe Wheeler, and John Bell Hood
has been attributed by some historians to their
consumption of whiskey laced with opiates.
Following the Civil War, tens of thousands of
drug-addicted veterans, North and South, returned
home. Federal and state governments responded
to their needs by supplying them with free morphine. The morphine came in small blue bottles.
Because the containers were attractive to children,
generations of daughters and granddaughters of
Civil War veterans grew up collecting and playing
with the blue bottles.
From A Military Miscellany edited by Thomas Ayres.

To Contribute to the Drum Roll
All members are welcome to contribute items to
the newsletter. Appropriate subjects include (but
are not limited to) book reviews, family histories,
travel reports, and recent research. Articles should
be whatever length is necessary to cover the subject. If you have information to share, please send
it to Sally Smith, 328 Eastern Avenue, Barrington,
Illinois 60010 or e-mail drum_roll4@juno.com.
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November Raffle
2015–16 Officers and Trustees
President
1st Vice President
2nd Vice President
Secretary
Treasurer
Corresponding Sec.
Membership
Historian
Trustee
Trustee
Trustee
Trustee
Trustee
Trustee

Patrick McCormick
Charles Carr
Wayne Rhine
Bruce Allardice
Tom Defranco, Jr.
Sarah McDougall
Jerry Allen
Kathleen Lange
Charles Brenneman
Wayne Rhine
Kathleen Lange
Alisa Corsi
Danielle Kafka
Fred Reczkowicz

Appointed Positions
Book Raffle
Charles Banks
Newsletter Editor
Sally Smith

The lucky winners at the November book raffle
were Fred Reczkowicz, who won Sword Over

Richmond: An Eyewitness History of McClellan’s
Peninsula Campaign by Richard Wheeler; Ginny
Procuniar, who won The Bivouacs of the Dead by
Steven Stotelmyer; Mark Ostrand, who won They
Met At Gettysburg: A step-by-step retelling of the
battle with maps, photos, firsthand accounts by
General Edward J. Stackpole; Pat McCormick,
who won The National Parks: America’s Best
Idea by Dayton Duncan and Ken Burns; and
Marybeth Foley, who won Women in the Civil
War by Mary Elizabeth Massey.
Congratulations to the buyers and sincere
thanks to the donors. To donate Civil War–related
books or items, please contact Charlie Banks.

2015–2016 Speakers
December 4

Kevin Connelly

Custer in the Shenandoah

January 8

Gerry Propokowicz

TBD

February 5

Dave Powell

Sickles at Gettysburg

March 4

Lee White

Patrick Cleburne

April 1

Dave Jackson

The Talley War

May 6

Mark Lause

Price’s 1864 Raid

June 3

Brian Steele Wills

George Thomas

To learn more about this Round Table call Jerry Allen at (847) 516-6429
or visit our website at www.northernilcwrt.org

