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Thursday, March 5, 2020
“The Realm of the Lion of Judah: A Visit to Ethiopia”

Mike Prior

Thursday, March 12, 2020
“A Pearl Harbor Hero—and that was just the beginning!”

Mickey Ganitch

Thursday, March 19, 2020
“The Oldest Cave – Magnificent Art of our Stone-Age Forbears”

Alex Kugushev

Thursday, March 26, 2020
“The Leaning Tower of San Francisco” 

Ron hamburger

This month’s programs arranged by Eph Hirsch.
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Thursday, March 5, 2020
“The Realm of the Lion of Judah: A Visit to Ethiopia”
Mike Prior

Michael Prior is a retired research physicist and a Cenaco-
lista since 2005. he received a BA from Pomona College 
and a PhD in Physics from UC Berkeley. Except for a one-
year postdoctoral research period in the Netherlands, he 
spent his career as a research scientist at the UC Lawrence 
Berkeley National Laboratory. he retired in 2004. Married 
to Trish Prior, they have been East Bay residents since 1963. 
They travel frequently and most recently visited Ethiopia in 
October 2019.

Ethiopia has a long and impressive history, a varied and beautiful geography and a fascinat-
ing mix of cultures and customs. Fossilized remains of some of our earliest human ancestors 
have been found in eastern Ethiopia. It is one of the earliest Christian countries established 
by the Axumite King Esana about 320 AD. With a small group, Trish and I traveled between 
the north and south limits of the country visiting cultural attractions such as the famous rock-
hewn churches of Lalibela (see below), the source of the Blue Nile in the north and several 
tribal groups near the Omo River in the south. I will present a short account of our trip and 
show some of the sights we recorded in their lives.
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Thursday, March 12, 2020
“A Pearl Harbor Hero—and that was just the beginning!”
Mickey Ganitch

When Mickey Ganitch joined the US Navy on January 21, 1941, 
he had no idea about the amazing adventures which lay ahead. 
Right out of boot camp in San Diego, Mickey was assigned to the 
Quartermaster Corps and learned the skills of navigation and ship 
steering.  Assigned to the Battleship USS Pennsylvania, he was on 
board in port at Pearl harbor, on the morning of December 7, 1941, 
preparing for a football game later that day  against a team from 
the USS Arizona.

Those preparations ended abruptly when the warning horns and si-
rens sounded. “MAN BATTLE STATIONS. ThIS IS NO DRILL. 
MAN BATTLE STATIONS!” Mickey’s battle station was in the 
“Crow’s Nest”, 70 feet up the main mast. By the time he got there, 
the attack was in full press. Japanese aircraft were all around, 
buildings and ships were in flames and the war had started.

In the second wave of the attack, the Pennsylvania was hit with a 500-pound bomb that barely missed 
Mickey, went through the deck and exploded below, killing and injuring many sailors. 

Mickey survived Pearl harbor and went on to duty for the invasion of the Philippines. During the battle, 
a destroyer in his group was hit by a kamikaze. This set off the torpedoes on the destroyer and one of them 
went right toward Mickey’s ship. he was on the bridge, steering. Following the Captain’s command, Mickey 
immediately slammed the helm over, to put the ship into a turn, just enough to escape the oncoming torpedo.

Following the action in the Phillipines, Mickey had another encounter with a torpedo attack in Okinawa, 
when his ship was hit by a torpedo dropped by a Japanese aircraft. Major damage was sustained and sev-
eral crew members were killed.  The following day, the Japanese asked for peace and proposed surrender. 

With the war’s end, Mickey was witness to several of the nuclear weapon tests that were conducted in the 
Pacific. Duty aboard a supply ship followed and there were many adventures there, including a near-miss 
of a floating mine that was left over from the hostilities. 

To end his Navy career, Mickey worked in several jobs, including running a bowling alley in Oakland and 
as a security officer at the Alameda Naval Air Station. he retired from the Navy in 1993, and then retired 
completely when the base closed in 1996. Since then, Mickey has been active in the Fleet Reserve Associa-
tion, American Legion, Veterans of Foreign Wars, the Masonic Lodge, Disabled American Veterans and 
Pearl harbor Survivors. he is the head usher at his church and is also a volunteer at a VA clinic in Oakland. 
he has visited Japan several times and is happy with the way that everyone has put the War behind them. 
he says that he harbors no animosity or ill will. he happily drives a Japanese car.
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Thursday, March 19, 2020
“The Oldest Cave—Magnificent Art of our Stone-Age Forbears”
Alex Kugushev

When he knew a lot less, Alex thought of our stone-age forbearers as 
hirsute, brutish cave dwellers he was wrong. Last spring he traveled to 
France to view Chauvet, the world’s oldest cave with wall art. It is some 
32,000 years old. Alex will illustrate his lecture with numerous pieces 
of that enormously impressive wall art and discuss who these stone age 
people were, how they lived and what their culture was. 

Alex Kugushev was born in France in 1931, of Russian parents who escaped Russia after the 
communist takeover. As an adolescent he lived through World War II, the defining experience 
of his life. he was schooled successively in Yugoslavia, Switzerland and Argentina. he is a 
journalist by training and an academic publisher by trade.

he immigrated to America in 1960, has been a citizen since 1965 and describes himself as “an 
American with conviction.” his life in the US has spanned a spectrum of experience—from 
longshoreman in Manhattan, to fruit picker in Santa Clara Valley, a stint as a college instruc-
tor in Pennsylvania, forty years as an academic textbook publisher and finally a few years as 
an entrepreneur, publishing online.

Alex has written four books, has 
traveled to some 80 countries 
and speaks seven languages. In 
his youth, he ran track, played 
rugby and did judo, none with 
marked success. To preserve his 
dwindling brain cells, he belongs 
to two book clubs, one in Eng-
lish, the other in Spanish. he 
also attends discussion groups 
in French and in Italian. he has 
been a member of Il Cenacolo 
since 2009. 
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Thursday, March 26, 2020
“The Leaning Tower of San Francisco” 
Ron hamburger

Constructed between 2005-2009, the 58-story Millennium Tower, lo-
cated at the corner of Fremont and Mission Streets in San Francisco, 
has settled more than 17 inches and tilted an equal amount to the north-
west. Litigation initiated in 2016 with homeowners seeking damages 
from the original development team. Under a negotiated agreement 
the building will be subjected to a $100 million foundation upgrade 
to arrest building settlement and allow for gradual recovery of tilt. 
The upgrade involves installation of 52 new piles, extending to bedrock, around the building’s  
perimeter. Construction will commence once the settlement is recorded.

Ronald O. hamburger, SE, Senior Principal with Simpson Gumpertz & heger in San Fran-
cisco, CA, has more than 45 years of experience in structural engineering design, education, 
construction and failure investigation. he is a past President of the Structural Engineers  
Associations of Northern California, and California, as well as the National Council of Struc-
tural Engineering Associations and is a past chair of the Structural Engineering Certifica-
tion Board. For more than 30 years, he has been active in leading the development of struc-
tural engineering design guides and building code requirements. In 2015 he was elected to the  
National Academy of Engineering in recognition of this work.

“The Big Sink”  (Illustration from  http://caenlucier.com/blog-press/2016/10/27/the-big-sink)

http://caenlucier.com/blog-press/2016/10/27/the-big-sink
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froM The desk of The presidenT                       March  2020

Dear Cenacolisti:

Just returned from New Zealand and Australia—beautiful and vibrant lands 
“down under” where the people love Americans, especially those from San 
Francisco! Great three-week trip but good to be home.

Many thanks to our Vice-President David Cobb for standing in for me during 
my absence last month and also chairing the February Thursday programs 
with outstanding speakers. The speakers for this month, prepared by our Board 
Member Ephraim hirsch, also promise to be fascinating. Come on down!

I can’t let this year’s Leap Day go by without comment...so here is a quadren-
nial fun fact: A person born on February 29th is called a “Leapling,” and the 

odds of having this birthday are 1 in 1,461! Think about that!

Now, to the news and updates about the exciting upcoming happenings at  Il Cenacolo. 

sunday april 26Th: Grapes & Grub (& Bocce Ball)! See following flyer.

friday May 8Th : SF Symphony Night - 8:00 pm. James Gaffigan leads Marsalis and Dvorak’s New World. 
We have tickets left. See our Treasurer Ron Derenzi who is usually attending the Thursday Luncheons or call  
him at (650) 303-9508.

friday June 19Th: SF Opera Night - 7:30 pm. Ernani. Celebrated Opera Performance, we have 14 tickets left 
at $65 each. Must reserve your tickets by April 30—don’t miss this date.

Thursday June 25Th: Il Cenacolo Annual Meeting (members only please) at the regular Thursday luncheon, 
12 Noon, at the San Francisco Italian Athletic Club. We will be receiving updates on governance and finances 
of our Cultural Club, electing a new Board of Directors and appointing new officers for the two years running 
July 1, 2020 thru June 30, 2022. Do plan on attending and taking part in the running of our club.

Incidentally, if any Cenacolista who has been a member in good standing for one year is interested in serving on 
our Board of Directors, now is the time to tell us—nothing formal, just call (415) 331-5600 or email me at dtg@
dtgconsult1.com. You can also so inform any other member of the Cenacolo Board.

sunday sepTeMber 13: Annual Sal Reina Opera Outing, Marin Art & Garden Center, 12 Noon. This has 
always been a winner—don’t miss it!  Mark your calendars now!

deceMber 4Th: holiday Gala at the St. Francis Yacht Club. 

In the works: Annual Marin Italian Film Festival and SF Opera house Tour.

A little reminder to make out your Thursday Luncheon checks to: “The North Beach Events Center”—for 
those of you who have not been attending since January—like me!

As always, looking forward to seeing you all.
A presto, DTG   
 

— PAGE 6 —

froM The desk of The presidenT                                March  

https://www.sfsymphony.org/Buy-Tickets/2019-20/Gaffigan-Leads-Marsalis-Dvoraks-New-World
mailto:mgderenzi%40msn.com?subject=Tickets
https://sfopera.com/2019-20-season/ernani/
mailto:dtg%40dtgconsult1.com?subject=Board%20of%20Directors
mailto:dtg%40dtgconsult1.com?subject=Board%20of%20Directors


Sunday, April 26, 2020
Grapes & Grub
Martin Ray Vineyards & Winery
(See next page for details)

Friday, May 8, 2020
Il Cenacolo Symphony Night
Cntact Ron Derenzi

Friday, June 19, 2020
Il Cenacolo Opera Evening
Contact Bill Dito

Thursday, June 25
Annual Meeting
at regular Thursday luncheon
(Members only please)

Sunday, September 13, 2020
Sal Reina Opera Outing
Contact Chuck Stagliano

Il Cenacolo at the Marin Italian Film Festival
Contact David Cobb
TBA

Second Annual SF Opera House Tour
TBA

December 4, 2020
Il Cenacolo Holiday Gala
Contact Ron Derenzi

+

Il Cenacolo at the the Marin Italian Film Festival

il cenacolo
Holiday Gala

What’s Happening ! 

https://www.sfsymphony.org/Buy-Tickets/2019-20/Gaffigan-Leads-Marsalis-Dvoraks-New-World
mailto:mgderenzi%40msn.com?subject=Sympony
https://sfopera.com/2019-20-season/ernani/
mailto:bdito3206%40gmail.com?subject=Opera%20Evening
chuckstag@sbcglobal.net
mailto:david%40cobbwines.com?subject=Italian%20Film%20Festival
mailto:mgderenzi%40msn.com?subject=Gala


            Grapes and Grub!             
 

Join your fellow Cenacolisti and their friends for an exclusive wine tasting and lunch at: 
 

Martin Ray Vineyards and Winery 
2191 Laguna Road, Santa Rosa, CA 

 

Sunday, April 26, 2020  
starting at 10:30 AM 

 
Our visit begins with an overview of the Martin Ray cellar history and philosophy as we explore 
the estate. Following the tour, we will be seated for a private tasting flight of six different single 
vineyard wines along with a special selection from the Martin Ray Collection. Commentary with 
Q&A will be provided by one of Martin Ray’s hospitality educators.  
 
Following our “grape” experience, we will enjoy a light lunch on the Patio featuring a selection 
from Chef Thomas Benham’s rotating wood-fired oven menu accompanied by some of the 
wines from our private tasting. As a special treat, attendees will be deemed “VIP MR Wine Club 
Members for a Day” and enjoy a 20% discount on wine purchases at our event. (And, yes, for 
those of us who are “old school,” there will be Bocce!) 
 
The cost for Grapes and Grub is $100 per person, prepaid by check (made out to Il Cenacolo), 
with these pre-paid reservations allotted on a “first come” basis. Note that this event is limited 
to only 24 pre-paid Il Cenacolo members and their invited guests. So, please act quickly! 
 

Send your reservation request and accompanying check to: 
 

Ron Derenzi, 129 April Avenue, South San Francisco CA  94080. 
 

OR reserve/pay Ron Derenzi or David Cobb at an upcoming Thursday lunch. 
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la culTura iTaliana

 giovan crisosTiMo MarTino (John MarTin)
1852-1922

Giovan Crisostimo Martino was the topic of my luncheon presentation last month, and I have 
reprised it here in an expanded form .

The one certainty in any analysis of the bugler, John Martin, 
is that he was born in Italy. At this point, however, the ambi-
guities begin. Upon his arrival in the United States in 1873, 
as often occurred with immigrants in their effort to “fit in,” 
he anglicized his name. Most scholars and historians assume 
that his birth name was Giovanni Martini, a seemingly logi-
cal conclusion occasionally reinforced by Martin himself. Yet, 
more recent research conducted in Italy reveals from baptis-
mal records, that he was actually named Giovan Crisostimo 
Martino prior to his arrival in America, and that he was born 
in Sala Consilina in the province of Salerno in the southwest 
of Italy.

The name had been given to him by Sala’s mayor, Fedele  
Alliegro, during the baby’s baptism at La Chiesa di San Nico-
la (the Church of San Nicola). he had been found abandoned 
near La Chiesa della Santissima Annunziata (the Church of 
the Annunciation) in Sala the previous day, dressed simply in 
a white cloth and filthy bonnet; he appeared in good condi-
tion and was thought to be about a month old. his name and 

parents were unknown. With the need to baptize him quickly, which was encouraged by the 
Roman Catholic Church, Alliegro named the boy after San Giovan—or Giovanni—Cristos-
timo (St. John Chrysostom), whose Feast Day was celebrated the previous day. This informa-
tion would seem to confirm that he was born either in early January, 1852 or possibly late 
December, 1851. The lack of attention to detail regarding the dates seems more reasonable 
when considering that, in the culture of rural Italians, actual dates of birth didn’t matter very 
much. In fact, all actual dates pretty much remained irrelevant facts for small-town Italians at 
the time of his youth. Such ambiguity of birth date allowed him the freedom to provide vary-
ing dates in his later years without hesitation or remorse (which he took advantage of). Thus, 
within a day of his abandonment on January 28, 1852, he was provided a name, a date of birth, 
was baptized, and placed into the home of a local wet nurse, Mariantonia di Gregorio (Botta), 
wife of Francesco Botta. Although orphaned children were often sent to a home in Naples, on 
this occasion, for some unknown reason, little Giovan was an exception.
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The early years in iTaly

Little is known of Giovan Martino 
during his early years in Sala. In 
1860, General Giuseppe Garibaldi 
made a triumphant entrance into 
Sala as his men marched north to 
Naples during the legendary Sped-
izione dei Mille (Expedition of the 
1,000). An Italian patriot and de-
vout republican, Garibaldi had 
assembled a small force of 1,000 
men, more commonly known 
as the Corpo Volontari Italiani  
(Italian Corps of Volunteers), in 
Sicily. They started north with 
the intention of overthrowing the 
Bourbon Kingdom of the Two Si-
cilies, which was based in Naples. The march—and eventual victory—greatly furthered the 
movement for Italian Unification (Risorgimento). 

Since he was already celebrated as a hero in Sicily and other parts of southern Italy, Garib-
aldi’s arrival in Sala was obviously a momentous occasion. One can only imagine the excite-
ment felt by 8-year-old Giovan. The impression left on him by Garibaldi’s visit remained with 
him and was enhanced over the next few years by news of Garibaldi’s victories. By age 14 (in 
1866), Martino left Sala to join Garibaldi’s forces in the north as a drummer boy. Volunteers 
from all parts of Italy gathered in the northern towns of Varese, Como, and Bergamo. Led by 
Garibaldi, these men were formed into a brigade known as the Cacciatori delle Alpi (hunt-
ers of the Alps) with the aim of liberating the northern Italian regions of Veneto and Trentino 
from Austrian rule. Serving as a drummer boy, Martino participated in the Trentino cam-
paign of 1866-67, and possibly the Franco-Prussian War of 1870. [The Italian Army supported 
the newly declared French Republic, which subsequently went down in ignominious defeat at 
the hands of the Prussians]. 

In March 1873, Martino decided to leave Italy, likely hoping to find a better life in America 
like so many other Italian emigres, and boarded Glasgow’s Anchor Line ship, the SS Tyr-
ian, in Naples. Most ships carrying Italian passengers to America during this period rarely 
traveled directly to America from Italy. Brief stops were made by the Tyrian in the ports 
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Giuseppe Garibaldi with his 1,000 “Redshirts”  
landing at Marsala, Sicily, on May 11, 1860; etching.



— PAGE 11 —

la culTura iTaliana                                                   continued

of Marseilles and Glasgow, preceding a 
nearly month-long voyage across the Atlan-
tic. Martino, along with a number of other  
immigrants from Sala, disembarked at 
Castle Garden (now known as Castle Clin-
ton or Fort Clinton), which is located in the 
Battery Park section of lower Manhattan. 
It was the first US immigration station, 
where more than eight million people ar-
rived in the United States between 1855 and 
1892. It was at this time that Giovan Crisos-
timo Martino anglicized his name to John  
Martin.

MarTin in new york

Soon after his arrival, Martin moved to Brooklyn, which was then filled with Italians. his 
arrival coincided with a severe national recession, known as the Panic of 1873. Immigrants 
to America had few employment choices in the late 19th century, and Martin worked a  
variety of low-paying manual labor jobs. Italians faced many difficulties in their new country, 
beginning with language. Other broader and more complex issues surfaced as Americans, in  
general, preferred their immigrants to be of similar ethnic and religious backgrounds. In gen-
eral, northern Europeans—mostly Protestant and often from Germany, Great Britain, and 
various Scandinavian countries—met less resistance than their darker-skinned counterparts 
from southern Europe, who were (at least nominally) Catholic. Although manual labor oppor-
tunities existed, work like this was low-paying and only ensured more poverty.

Immigrants looked for alternatives and the US Army opened its arms to recent arrivals in 
search of employment. Italy, in particular, had endured decades of revolutionary activity and 
intermittent war in the period preceding and including the Risorgimento. The almost constant 
strife produced battle-hardened men anxious to prove their worth and earn a living in their 
new country. Martin was no different. While passing an Army enlistment center in New York, 
he was approached by Army recruiter Lieutenant Edward hunter with promises of a steady 
job and superior wages. With few options left, he enlisted on June 1, 1874 and was assigned to 
Jefferson Barracks in Missouri to begin training as a cavalry trooper and bugler before his 
permanent assignment to Company h of the US Army’s Seventh Cavalry Regiment, led by 
Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer.
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Interior View of Castle Garden. 
Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, March 1871.
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Army life for troops stationed on the frontier, while preferable to living in poverty in New 
York, was difficult and deadly. Food and sanitation were equally atrocious, and rampant  
alcoholism was a byproduct of the endless tedium endured by the troopers. Training in horse-
manship to recruits who were often unaccustomed to horses was inadequate, while drill and 
marksmanship practice were nearly non-existent. Troopers were limited to only 15 rounds of 
ammunition per month. Martin’s Seventh Cavalry Regiment was comprised of equal parts  
immigrant and American-born troopers; although Italians accounted for a significant num-
ber, most of the foreigners hailed from Ireland and Germany. Many of the officers of the Regi-
ment were Civil War veterans who were trained and experienced in combat. It was a polyglot 
force that Custer led onto the western plains, and this lack of cohesion coupled with poor train-
ing certainly contributed to the disaster that lay ahead.

MarTin goes wesT

Between late 1874 and early 1875, a geologi-
cal study, led by Custer, (right) discovered 
gold in the Black hills, then considered part 
of the Department of Missouri. News of the 
find leaked out and hundreds of prospectors 
rushed to the area. The Black hills, how-
ever, were considered sacred by the Plains 
Indians and existing treaties with the US 
government forbade any settlement there.  

Offers to purchase the Black hills were  
rejected, and the US Secretary of War issued 
an ultimatum declaring that all Indians would 
have to move to designated reservations within 
two months. While most of the Plains Indians 
resigned themselves to life on the government 
reservations, others—outraged by the incur-
sion and encouraged by holy man and spiritual 
leader, Sitting Bull (left)—banded together,  
determined that war was their only recourse. 
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In response, Sitting Bull’s Lakota Sioux (also called Teton Sioux) and Northern Cheyenne war-
riors initiated hostilities against the interlopers, hoping to drive off the increasing number of 
white prospectors and speculators. 

Determining that military inter-
vention was required, troops were 
assembled to resolve the issue  
under the leadership of Brigadier 
General Alfred A. Terry. By the 
spring of 1876, an intricate three-
pronged campaign was mobilized 
for the Little Bighorn River area 
(in present-day Montana) in an  
effort to force the “hostiles” onto 
the reservations. On May 17, 
Custer and his Seventh Cavalry 
Regiment left Fort Abraham Lin-
coln (located near present-day 
Bismarck, North Dakota), rid-
ing out in columns of four (right).  
Martin’s diary describes many 
days of “dreary, heart-breaking marches [along with]…a hot sun and dusty plains as con-
stant sources of discomfort to the men.” Tempers flared and discipline slipped during the  
movement.

Accompanying Custer and his cavalrymen was the Regimental Band, as well as assorted Ari-
kara and Crow Indian scouts. (Some tribes like the Arikara and Crow decided that allying 
themselves with the Army would provide better opportunities in reclaiming land taken from 
them by the aggressive Lakota). Little thought was given to understanding the differences and 
the rivalries of the various tribes that made up the Plains Indians; the army thought of all  
Indians as one homogenous group. 

For their common defense, the various bands of Indians had begun uniting into one immense 
camp near the Little Bighorn River, totaling perhaps 10,000 men, women and children by some 
estimates. Subtracting noncombatants from this total still left approximately 5,000 warriors 
in the field. While General Terry accompanied one column himself, Colonel John Gibbon and 
General George Crook commanded the other two, with the primary goal of converging on 
the Indian village and blocking any route of escape. Attached to Terry’s column was Custer’s 
Regiment. Impetuous, courageous and often reckless, Custer sought glory and a quick end to 
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the Indian problem. he had earned popular acclaim as a Civil War cavalry leader and spent 
a few years fighting various Indian tribes, so he felt himself an expert in fighting the Indians.

As Custer and his 647 troopers moved south to form one part of the projected envelopment, 
Martin noted, “We passed through many Indian camping places, in one of which we found the 
scalp of a white man. here we halted, one of the scouts having reported the discovery of a large 
fresh camp. About this time the headquarters flag was stuck in the ground, but the wind blew 
it down three times and many of us believed it to be a warning of disaster.” Custer’s Indian 
scouts had located the enormous Indian encampment by the Little Bighorn River in the late 
afternoon of June 24, 1876.

On the fateful morning of June 25, Martin was temporarily assigned to serve as one of 
Custer’s orderlies. The sheer size of the village and number of Indians was unfathomable to 
Custer. That morning, Custer’s men moved into position for an attack planned for the next day 
(June 26). however, some troopers were spotted by a small band of Indians. This development  
angered Custer, who assumed it eliminated the crucial element of surprise. Neglecting his 
general orders to wait for General Terry’s main column and also severely underestimating 
the Indian warriors’ numerical superiority and resolve, he opted for an immediate attack. 
Utilizing tactics he had successfully employed in earlier battles, he chose to divide his men 
into three smaller battalions with the intent of encircling the encampment. (Indian warriors,  
although brave and resilient combatants, were inclined to flee with their families when at-
tacked within their villages). At noon, Martin reported that three companies were sent off 
with Major Marcus Reno to “…march down the Little Big horn [sic] valley and charge every-
thing before him…” Reno and his troopers accordingly attacked from the southern end of the  
village, while Captain Frederick Benteen, also with three companies, rode off to the south-
west with orders to “attack all he came across.” Lastly, one company was to guard the pack 

train of ammunition and supplies, un-
der the command of Captain Thomas 
McDougall. Custer and the remaining 
five companies would eventually head 
in a northwesterly direction with the 
aim of attacking from the east.

The aTTack begins

Custer and Reno’s columns rode  
together for a few miles along a creek 
leading to the Little Bighorn River 
(left). As Reno moved off to begin his 
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attack, Custer and his five com-
panies climbed a bluff over-
looking the valley. They contin-
ued riding east, in columns of 
two, eventually stopping by a 
narrow ravine. As the troopers 
checked their saddles and weap-
ons, Custer rode to the crest of 
the bluff, accompanied by his 
adjutants and Martin. The lat-
ter, though normally assigned 
to Benteen’s h Company, was 
attached to Custer’s column on 
this day as orderly to Custer. Martin described this in his diary: “Custer told me to keep close 
behind him, and we began the march which took up to the top of the hill, from which we saw 
all of Sitting Bull’s village.” Custer and his adjutant, Colonel William W. Cooke, scrutinized 
the encampment carefully, and Martin noted, “It seemed deserted as we would only see a few 
squaws, papooses, ponies, and a dog.” According to Martin, Custer assumed the Indian war-
riors were away, perhaps buffalo hunting. Following a brief consultation with Cooke, Custer 
wheeled his horse, waved his hat and exhorted the men in his high-pitched voice: “Boys, have 
courage! Be brave, and as soon as we get through with these Indians we will go home to our 
winter station.” The troopers replied with three quick cheers. It was approximately 3:35, just 
moments before Custer launched his attack. Perhaps realizing that this might be a bigger 
battle than expected, Custer asked Cooke to send a dispatch to Benteen urgently requesting 
men and ammunition (“packs” as the troopers called it). Pulling a notepad from his pocket, 
Cooke wrote quickly: Benteen Come on. Big Village. Be quick. Bring packs. W. W. Cooke P.S. 
Bring Packs.

Martin’s diary recounted the next fateful moments. Custer perused the note before calling for 
an orderly to deliver it. An unidentified trooper stepped out to which Custer replied, “No, no, 
the other man.” Martin nudged his mount forward and tucked the dispatch into his gauntlet. 
Before he departed, Custer instructed, “Trumpeter, go back on our trail and see if you can 
discover Benteen and give him this message. If you see no danger come back to us, but if you 
find Indians in your way stay with Benteen and return with him and when you get back to us 
report.” It has been noted that Cooke penned the note to overcome concern about Martin’s 
broken English. This language issue would loom large later in the day.

As Martin hurried off, Custer and his five doomed companies began their slow descent into 
the valley below. “Riding fast,” continued Martin in his diary, “I soon reached the crest of the 
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hill, and looking back, I could see that the Indians had already attacked, and our boys were 
acting very excitedly. I rested my horse on the brow of the hill for a minute and sat watching 
the action in the distance. At the time, I did not think it was the last time any one of these men 
would ever been seen in life.” Ironically, carrying the message would not only save Martin’s 
life, it would be Martin’s defining moment in American history: One that would earn him the 
unenviable renown as “the last white man to see Custer alive.”

Martin pushed his mount hard as rounds fired by nearby Indians slammed into the ground by 
him. Spurring his mount, he rode out of their rifle range quickly. Within a few minutes, Mar-
tin spotted a solitary rider heading in his direction. It was Custer’s younger brother, Boston, a 
civilian who had accompanied the column as a guide and forager, among other duties. Boston 
had been with McDougall’s pack train when an earlier messenger had arrived with a request 
for ammunition; he immediately set out to locate Custer’s command. Seeing Martin along 
the way, Boston excitedly asked for his brother’s exact location and, before pressing on, told 
Martin that his horse was limping from a bullet wound. Boston would be one of three Custer 
brothers—the other, Tom—who would perish that afternoon. Ironically, this brief meeting 
would unite the last trooper to see Custer alive and the last man to join the doomed column.

Finally locating Benteen and his command around 4:00 pm, a relieved Martin rode down and 
handed over the dispatch. “What’s the matter with your horse?” the crusty Benteen demand-
ed. “he’s just tired out, I guess,” the trumpeter said. “Tired out!” Benteen snapped. “Look at 
his hip! You’re lucky it wasn’t you!” Martini looked and saw that his horse had been shot and 
that blood had splattered onto his own back.
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Benteen (right) scanned the note quickly, passed it to 
Captain Thomas Weir, and asked Martin for Custer’s 
location. Martin breathlessly replied that Custer and his 
troopers were three miles away to the north. “Is [Custer] 
being attacked or not?” implored Benteen. Martin 
tersely—perhaps nervously—replied, “Yes, [he] is being 
attacked.” Martin’s next response has provoked histori-
cal debate ever since this encounter. Eyewitnesses to this 
encounter report that an animated Martin added—in 
a heavy Italian accent—that the Indians were “skedad-
dling” (army slang for retreating). Much later, Martin 
denied using the word “skedaddling,” although Benteen 
later reported that Martin had told him this.

Benteen stopped to water his own companies’ horses before he advanced toward the insistent 
sound of gunfire. As Benteen reached the hills overlooking the Little Bighorn River, he saw  
Reno’s troopers fleeing through the timber. Instead of deploying immediately to support 
Custer’s attack as he had been ordered to do in the note Martin had delivered to him, Benteen 
moved to reinforce the third battalion led by Reno, since he believed the Indians had skedad-
dled away from Custer’s column. Reno’s column had suffered a severe mauling after begin-
ning their assault and had retreated to a nearby saucer-shaped hill, which is now called Reno 
hill. Benteen rescued what was left of Reno’s command, and his courage in the fight on Reno 
hill won him the admiration of the enlisted survivors. Many soldiers, including Martin, would 
later testify that many lives were certainly saved by a cool and composed Benteen. While Reno 
cowered in the center of the position, Benteen repeatedly exposed himself to enemy fire, even 
being hit in the heel of his boot. (he would earn the Medal of honor for his heroism that day 
in the battle). 

The soldiers remained in their defensive position on the hill for another two days fending off 
attacks, vainly hoping for Custer to relieve them. One can only imagine what these soldiers  
endured during this time: cursing and sweating troopers frantically scraping the hard ground 
to create cover from the enemy fire; dust swirling about, limiting vision, and accompanied by 
unremitting heat; bewildered and terrified horses and mules whinnying wildly; shots plunk-
ing into the ground and into unfortunate soldiers who would in turn scream from shock and 
pain; and unrelenting thirst for both men and animals. Although they occasionally ventured 
out to chase off snipers or obtain water, the troopers were unable or unwilling to locate Custer’s 
column with the exception of one failed foray. It would have made little difference, however, 
as Custer’s forces had earlier been swiftly surrounded and annihilated within an hour of the 
initial attack. 
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Over 36 hours passed before the main US Army force arrived, 
led by General Alfred Terry (left) . Martin’s trumpet call was 
the first contact made with General Terry who arrived on June 
27 to rescue Reno and Benteen’s seven companies and to dis-
cover that Custer’s five companies had been wiped out. Their 
arrival, noted Martin, was “too late for Custer and just in time 
for us—for we were about 400 against 5,000.” Gathering up 
Reno and Benteen’s surviving troops, Terry’s command rode 
to the battle site of the Custer annihilation. 

Martin’s description is chilling and detailed:
  

When we got to the place where they had made their stand, we found everything 
dead except Captain Keogh’s horse. The men had been cut and mangled badly, 
heads all smashed in, arms and legs twisted like rope, and twenty or thirty arrows 
struck in each body. It was the worst sight imaginable. Toward the middle of the 
battleground, we found the body of Custer’s grey horse, with Custer’s head rest-
ing on the horse’s stomach. There was a bullet hole in his left breast and one other 
in his right temple. His clothes, except hat, coat, and boots, were on him, but his 
watch was gone.

After burying the dead where they had fallen, Terry retreated to the mouth of the Bighorn 
River, eventually arriving at Fort Abraham Lincoln by using the Army’s river steamer, The 
Far West. Reinforcements were ordered and over the next few years, Federal troops streamed 
into the Black hills. Recalcitrant Indians were either rounded up and forced to move to gov-
ernment reservations, or hunted down and killed.

afTer The liTTle big horn debacle

A year after the battle, Martin, still a bugler with the now reconstituted Seventh Cavalry, 
took part in the campaign against Chief Joseph and the Nez Percé, including the battle of 
Canyon Creek in Montana (June 1877).

In early 1879, Martin found himself in Chicago preparing to offer testimony in the Court of 
Inquiry’s proceedings to try to fix blame for the defeat at the Little Bighorn. It was held at the 
Palmer house from January 13 through February 11, 1879. Specifically, the Court’s primary 
focus was on the conduct of both Reno and Benteen in the debacle. (It should be noted that 
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Reno had requested the inquiry in the interest of defending his questionable actions). There was 
plenty of blame to go around after five companies of the 7th Cavalry were virtually extermi-
nated in the fighting, and most of it fell on Custer’s two top subordinates: Reno’s visible panic 
and cowardice in the face of the enemy, and Benteen’s foot-dragging response when other of-
ficers had wanted to ride to Custer’s rescue, given his hatred of Custer, led to the questions 
raised by the court of inquiry.
 
Martin was immediately advanced to the role of scapegoat as Benteen reflexively blamed the 
misleading news on the messenger, “a thick-headed, dull-witted Italian, just about as much 
cut out for a cavalryman as he was for a king. he informed me that the Indians were ‘skidad-
dling’…we saw going on what was obviously not skedaddling on the part of the Indians, as 
there were 12 or 14 men on the river bottom and they were being ridden down and shot by 800 
or 900 Indian warriors….We concluded that the lay of the land had better be investigated a bit, 
as so much of the Italian trumpeter’s story hadn’t panned out.” Benteen implied that if Martin 
hadn’t confused the message, he would have shown more haste in his ride to rescue Custer’s 
column.

After several weeks of testimony from numerous witnesses (some en-
listed men later stated they had been coerced into giving a positive 
report about both Reno and Benteen.), the Court of Inquiry closed 
the proceedings on March 1, 1879, and both Reno and Benteen were 
cleared of any wrongdoing, although intense debates continue even 
today regarding their actions at the battle. Regardless of the Court’s 
decision, public opinion—especially swayed by Custer’s widow, Lib-
by, (right) who fought tirelessly to maintain her husband’s reputa-
tion-- and from the cumulative testimony released after the court 
concluded, ensured that these officers’ reputations were forever 
damaged.

Martin returned to the Seventh Cavalry after the court of inquiry was finished. he was hon-
orably discharged at Fort Abraham Lincoln on May 31, 1879 after completing his original 
five-year enlistment with the Seventh Cavalry. Less than a month later, he reenlisted (June 24, 
1879), but this time with the Third Artillery Regiment for five years.
 
Martin continued to serve in the army, reenlisting each time his term of service ended. After 
his time in the Third Artillery, he was later transferred to the Fourth Artillery. Martin saw 
action in combat for the last time during the Spanish–American War (1898–1900). he was 
finally promoted to Trumpeter Sergeant in 1900, and on reaching the mandatory retirement 
age, he retired from the US Army in 1904.

la culTura iTaliana                                                   continued



— PAGE 20 —— PAGE 20 —

la culTura iTaliana                                                   continued

During his army career, he had married Julia higgins, a 19-year-old Irish girl living in  
Oswego, New York. They had met while Martin was stationed at nearby Fort Schuyler and 
were wed on October 7, 1879. Soon after, Martin was assigned to duty in Baltimore, where 
the two set up their residence. he was stationed in different places for the remainder of his 
military career, but the family always maintained the Baltimore home as its residence. After 
his retirement, the Martins owned and operated a small confectionery shop on Fort Avenue, 
near the gates of Fort Mchenry in Baltimore, until 1906. By now, their family had grown to 
eight children—four girls and four boys (Julia, Mary, George, May, Jane, John Joseph, Frank  
William, and Lawrence). Three of Martin’s sons would eventually serve in the military; 
George—named after Custer—eventually becoming a general in the US Army.

Martin, for some reason, left his family in Baltimore and moved to Brooklyn—possibly in 
1906—and lived with his daughter Mary for a short period before finding a furnished room 
in the neighborhood near the Manhattan Bridge with the Coico (or Coicco) family. In the 1920 
census, Martin was listed as an “uncle-in-law” living with the Coicos at 168 Prospect Street in 
Brooklyn, in the neighborhood now known as “Dumbo.” Many weekends were spent traveling 
to Baltimore via train courtesy of the free passes provided by his daughter, Julia, who was an 
employee of a railroad company. So, regardless of his moving to Brooklyn, he remained very 
much involved with and loved by his immediate family.
 

In 1906, while in Brooklyn, Martin began 
working as a “ticket chopper” in the 103rd 
Street Station on the recently opened New 
York City subway system. (Before turn-
stiles, subway rides required a ticket, which 
was then “chopped,” or shredded, by a sub-
way employee upon entry). he also regular-
ly earned extra money by appearing in New 
York vaudeville productions, often playing 
bugle calls between acts or telling war stories. 
he eventually traded in his subway job for a 
better one at the Brooklyn Navy Yard, where 
he spent the rest of his working days. 

John Martin’s good fortune came to an end on December 18, 1922. While crossing a Brook-
lyn street, he was hit by a beer truck and hospitalized at Cumberland hospital. Although the 
truck accident was enough to hospitalize him, a more devastating medical problem was dis-
covered while he was in the hospital. Six days passed as Martin struggled with complications 
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arising from a bronchial pulmonary problem. At 10:15 am on December 24, 1922, with only a 
son-in-law present, John Martin (Giovan Crisostimo Martino) lost his final battle and passed 
away at the age of 69. Three days later, he was laid to rest in the nearby military cemetery 
at Cypress hills in Brooklyn. It was Bugler Martin’s “bivouac of the dead,” as one sign at  
Cypress hills eloquently puts it. 

Modern historians have presented clear and factually-based evidence that Martin could not be 
blamed for the Bighorn debacle. The blame must rest with Custer himself, whose hubris and 
underestimation of the strength and resolve of the enemy led to poor decision-making on his 
part and to his disobedience of the general order he had been given. Acting precipitously in 
the moment cost Custer and his troopers their lives. As for the lesson we could learn from the 
example of Giovan Martino, it is that choices people make oftentimes place them in situations 
that they did not seek but must confront as best they can while they move forward with their 
lives.

N.B. Note about Martin’s diary: In a lengthy interview with the Washington Times Magazine 
(interview given in September, 1906 and published on November 4, 1906), Martin allowed the 
journalist to review his diary. Martin, the author revealed, kept a detailed diary of his entire 
military service. It was more of a journal than a diary and provides exceptional details of 
Custer and the troops in the period leading up to the battle at the Little Bighorn. It was writ-
ten in English (in some places broken-English) so the journalist was able to read it without an  
interpreter. From the excerpts in the published interview, and when compared to other  
accounts, the diary appears detailed and mostly, but not entirely, factual. Either George or 
Frank (Martin’s sons) kept the diary after Martin’s death.  It was destroyed in a house fire 
several years later, so there is no known copy left.
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