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PREFACE



THIS BOOK DOES NOT PURPORT TO BE THE DEFINITIVE BIOGRAPHY OF ULYSSES S. Grant. One reason is that it covers his life only from birth through the end of the Civil War; any examination of Grant’s presidential administration is best left to political historians. Furthermore, the present study, which highlights those events that materially influenced the development of Grant as a soldier and a man, is too brief to satisfy readers seeking a micro history of his military career. Recent biographies, including William S. McFeely’s award-winning Grant (1981), Geoffrey Perret’s readable Ulysses S. Grant, Soldier & President  (1997), Brooks D. Simpson’s incisive Ulysses S. Grant: Triumph over Adversity  (2000), and Jean Edward Smith’s magisterial Grant (2001), offer deeper, broader, and more detailed coverage of their subject’s military operations.


In place of broad scope and heavy detail, Ulysses S. Grant: The Soldier and  the Man concentrates on topics and issues that appear to have received insufficient attention or which, in the hands of other biographers, have generated more heat than light. These include Grant’s boyhood and early married life, especially his years in Missouri and Illinois following his 1854 resignation from the army; his moral, ethical, and religious views; his conflicting attitudes toward the profession he had adopted; his relationships with his parents, his in-laws, and his wartime superiors and subordinates; and, especially, his weakness for alcohol, which, although exaggerated and misrepresented by many chroniclers, exerted a major influence on his military and civilian careers.


Although sensitive to the controversial nature of the subject and aware of the clamor it continues to provoke among Grant’s more vociferous advocates, I am convinced that the general was, under criteria established by present-day medical specialists, an alcoholic. Grant was neither a constant drinker nor–except on a few well-publicized occasions–a falling-down drunk. At times, he appears to have drunk moderately and without noticeable effect. When he did imbibe to excess, he often made himself ill, which should have served as a deterrent to repeat occurrences. On few occasions did his consumption of alcohol cloud his faculties or impair his motor skills, and no one who wrote of Grant’s personal habits contended that his drinking prevented him from discharging his ordained duties. Many of the anecdotes on which his reputation as a drunkard were built are exaggerations or fabrications, the fruit of army gossip that prized sensationalism over truth. That said, Grant became inebriated on too many occasions, and too often proved unable to stop drinking short of fortuitous or designed intervention, to be absolved of the charge of alcoholism. Quarreling over whether or not he had a drinking problem is less important to an appreciation of his strivings and accomplishments than determining how the habit affected him throughout the Civil War, which is what the present study hopes to accomplish.


In a very real sense, this book originated with my April 1982 participation in a panel session devoted to the subject of Grant’s drinking problems presented during the annual meeting of the Organization of American Historians. Fellow panelists included Professor John Y. Simon of Southern Illinois University, the president of the Ulysses S. Grant Association and editor of the Grant Papers project; and Professor McFeely, whose portrait of Grant would soon be awarded the Pulitzer Prize for biography. The session involved the critiquing of a paper prepared by Professor Lyle W. Dorsett, then a member of the faculty of the University of Denver. Professor Dorsett’s paper, a serious treatment of Grant’s tendency to alcoholism later published in a scholarly journal, helped to shape, and in many ways to reorient, my thinking on the subject. More than two decades later, his observations continue to resonate with me. Although some of my opinions on the subject differ slightly from his, his groundbreaking research has materially influenced the thinking that went into this book.


It seems necessary–at least advisable–to state that in presenting my view of Grant’s life and career I intend neither to condemn nor to vilify, but to illuminate and explain. At bottom, I hope to show why a habit that has compromised, crippled, and killed millions of souls since the dawn of time failed to prevent Ulysses Grant from gaining the confidence of his soldiers, his president, and the people of the North, and from attaining the highest honors an American soldier can aspire to.
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In addition to Professor Dorsett (now a member of the faculty of the Beeson Divinity School at Samford University), numerous persons lent support and encouragement during the planning and researching of this book. Among others, I thank my editor, Robert Pigeon; my cartographer, Paul Dangel; my pictorial specialist, Bill Godfrey; my colleagues in the Air Force History Program, especially Bob Oliver; and my research assistant (who is also my wife), Melody Ann Longacre. Further, I acknowledge my indebtedness to the U. S. Grant Association, Carbondale, Ill., and to the staffs of the National Archives, the Library of Congress (especially the Manuscript Division), the New York Public Library, the United States Military Academy’s Archives and Special Collections, the Historical Society of Delaware, the Doheny Library of the University of Southern California, the New York Public Library, the Gilder Lehrman Collection, the Historical Society of Pennsylvania, the College of William and Mary’s Swem Library, and the interlibrary loan desks at the Bateman Library, Langley Air Force Base, Virginia, and the Virgil I. Grissom Library, Newport News, Virginia. I thank those who guided, accompanied, or assisted me during my trips to the various battlefields on which I traced Grant’s steps, scrutinized his decisions, and attempted to discern his intentions. Finally, I thank those physicians and health officials who helped me attain a deeper understanding of alcoholism, especially in the context of nineteenth-century American society.




















Chapter 1 
 “THAT BOY WILL MAKE A GENERAL!”


EN ROUTE FROM NEW YORK STATE TO HIS NEW DUTY STATION AT FORT Leavenworth, Kansas, Major James Longstreet of the U.S. Army Paymaster Department stopped over in St. Louis in the late summer of 1858. He spent a few days in the company of comrades he had not seen in years, some not since their days together at the United States Military Academy. One rainy afternoon, two of these officers called at Longstreet’s rooms in the Planters House hotel. Hours of lively conversation followed: The trio exchanged war stories, matched recollections of shared events, and inquired after mutual friends. Choice cigars and alcoholic beverages added to the spirit of conviviality.


As the afternoon wore on, someone suggested a four-handed game of poker known as “brag.” The idea found immediate favor, but where to find a fourth on short notice? Captain E. B. Holloway of the 8th U.S. Infantry offered to scare up someone who would fill the bill. Leaving the hotel, Holloway scanned the street outside for a likely prospect. Almost at once his eye fell upon a bearded, slightly stooped civilian in his late thirties or early forties, clad in a well-worn suit of clothes. An astonished Holloway recognized the man as a fellow member of the West Point class of 1843: Ulysses Grant, formerly a captain in the 4th Infantry who had resigned his commission a few years earlier under something of a cloud. The classmates exchanged warm greetings, after which Grant followed the captain into the hotel and up the stairs to Longstreet’s room. Their coming ushered in a new round of hand-shaking and shoulder-clapping, for the South Carolina–born Longstreet, although one class ahead of Grant at the Academy, had been one of his closest friends in the cadet corps.


When the first wave of camaraderie subsided, Grant joined the officers at the card table. Throughout the game that followed, Longstreet snatched covert glances at his old friend, noting his gnarly beard and rumpled dress. Grant appeared “a little stouter” than he had when Longstreet last saw him, “a little grayer perhaps, but [otherwise] quite the same as ever.” What troubled Longstreet was the impression Grant gave of someone “looking for something to do.” He had heard that the erstwhile captain was living a few miles from St. Louis, where he was farming, hauling wood, and doing “whatever he could otherwise to make a living.” Longstreet, who a decade earlier had attended Grant’s wedding here in St. Louis, knew that he had a newborn son as well as three older children–too many mouths to feed, Longstreet suspected, for a breadwinner of his caliber.1


These thoughts distressed Longstreet, but he tried to keep from showing his concern. Nor did he make reference to Grant’s return to civil life. As he later told the biographer and essayist Hamlin Garland, Grant’s old colleagues “knew of his retirement from the army, and we had heard more or less of the gossip concerning this event, but everyone knew Grant to be an honorable man and we knew he could not have done anything disreputable. . . . Nothing was said of his retirement; he did not mention it and, of course, we did not.” Even so, because the abuse of alcohol had much to do with the unhappy event, Longstreet may have hesitated, if only briefly, when passing the bottle to his friend.2


Once the game began, Grant was mostly silent, as if he had nothing of importance to offer. He gave short answers to the few questions directed his way–the health of his wife and children, the local weather, the price of wheat and corn. Longstreet noted that Grant grew animated only when the conversation turned to their shared experiences in the Mexican War. He appeared to have fond memories of those days; after all, his life had been more settled and defined then, less dependent on the vicissitudes of the civilian economy.


When the game broke up and Grant took his leave, Longstreet, who believed the man “really in needy circumstances,” was saddened to see him go. If he could have done so without embarrassing them both, he would have offered Grant some money. Instead, it was Longstreet who left with a fattened pocketbook. The following day, as the major stood on the street outside the hotel, Grant reappeared. Without preamble, he pressed into Longstreet’s hand a five-dollar gold piece, which, Longstreet noted, “he insisted that I should take . . . in payment of a debt of honor over 15 years old.” The older man tried to refuse the money, suggesting, as discreetly as possible, that Grant “was out of the service and more in need of it” than he was. But his friend would not hear of it. “I cannot live with anything in my possession which is not mine,” he explained. Longstreet had no rejoinder: “Seeing the determination in the man’s face, and in order to save him mortification, I took the money, and shaking hands we parted.”3


As Grant shambled off, Longstreet must have reflected upon what a terrible mistake his friend had made, wasting his finished education, throwing away an honorable career. More depressing still was the likely prospect that Longstreet would never see or hear from him again.
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Rivers would play a major role in Ulysses Grant’s rise to success and celebrity. The first of these of any importance was the wide and swift-moving Ohio–in the early nineteenth century a major conduit of transportation and commerce between the East and the Old Northwest–which flowed barely a hundred yards from the door of the one-story wooden house in the hamlet of Point Pleasant, where Grant was born on April 27, 1822. He was the eldest child of Jesse Root Grant and Hannah Simpson Grant, who would rear five other children, three girls and two boys.


Grant’s siblings were born in Georgetown, twenty-five miles from Point Pleasant, where the family relocated when their firstborn was eighteen months old. In moving from well-established Clermont County to newly settled Brown County, the Grants did not stray more than seven miles from the river that brought them and their neighbors prosperity, or, at least, the hope of prosperity. The banks of White Oak Creek, an Ohio confluent, abounded in the oak and ash that would furnish the tanning bark critical to Jesse Grant’s trade. The tanyard he established there proved so profitable that within a year he had accumulated the funds he needed to erect a sturdy two-story brick house on Cross Street, just off the center square of the roughhewn village that would soon become a county seat.4


Ulysses’ father had led a hard life, but he had persevered to become a man of means and civic standing. A native of Westmoreland County, Pennsylvania, Jesse Grant was proud to trace his lineage to a Puritan couple who had departed England’s West Country for Massachusetts Bay in 1630 and, five years later, for the wilds of the Connecticut River Valley. In 1799, when Jesse was five, his parents rafted down the Monongahela River to Fawcettstown, in the newly opened Northwest Territory. In that fertile corner of what would become the state of Ohio, Jesse’s well-educated father, who had served as an officer in the Revolutionary War, seemed likely to prosper. But during the war, Noah Grant had acquired a fondness for liquor, and the hold it exerted on him not only drained away the profits he had accumulated from farming and cobbling but also gobbled up a considerable inheritance. Appalled by the degree of his father’s dissipation and shaken by its effects on the family, at an early age Noah’s eldest son shunned his example, taking a vow of sobriety, industry, and prosperity.


When Jesse’s mother (Noah’s second wife) died in 1805, the family suffered an irreparable fracture. Soon afterward, the wayward inebriate relocated once again, this time to Maysville, Kentucky, where his eldest son, Peter, had gone to establish a tanning operation. Only the younger children accompanied Noah to the Bluegrass State; their older siblings, including Jesse, were left behind to make their own way in the world. Jesse found work as an itinerant farmhand in and near Fawcettstown and then, from fourteen to sixteen, in the employ of one of his relatives, Judge George Tod of the Ohio Supreme Court. Exposure to the judge’s Youngstown-area home taught the uneducated youngster the joys of learning and instilled in him an appreciation of life’s finer things–thoroughbred stock, damask curtains, and dishware made not of rough-hewn pewter but of fine china. Jesse determined that he, too, would rise to such a state, not as a farmer but as an artisan in a field that promised material wealth as well as an opportunity to raise one’s standing in the community.5


When he was sixteen, he followed the lead of his older brother by learning the business of tanning, a trade much in demand in young America. The work was hard and dirty–the long hours left its operatives weary and aching as well as reeking of tanning acid and the blood of slaughtered animals–but it was a job that Jesse found equal to his abilities, though not to his liking. He moved to Maysville, where for five years he apprenticed himself to Peter Grant, learning not only the basics of the profession but the nuances that would enable him to produce finer goods than the average tanner. At the end of his apprenticeship, he returned to Ohio to work for another tannery operator, the abolitionist Owen Brown. Jesse appreciated Brown’s enterprise and industry; he also shared his employer’s view of America’s “peculiar institution” (he was fond of declaring: “I would not own slaves, and I would not live where there were slaves”). Yet Jesse eschewed the extremist position of Brown’s son, John, an increasingly fervid antislaveryite who, forty-four years later, would help usher in a long and extremely bloody war.6


By 1817, Jesse had become a partner in a tannery in Ravenna, Ohio. The business was so profitable that in less than two years he had amassed fifteen hundred dollars–no fortune but enough to make him one of the wealthiest residents of his village. Then he watched his nest egg dwindle to nothing. An outbreak of ague, a debilitating disease akin to malaria, laid him low for many months and took not only his savings but his share in the local business. Upon recovering, an undeterred Jesse started over, hiring himself out once again, this time as a tanner’s assistant in Point Pleasant.


As he slowly regained his lost wealth, Jesse, who judged a high percentage of his neighbors to be plodders and ne’er-do-wells in the mold of his father, accumulated a vast store of pride and self-esteem. His strong opinions, which he voiced just as strongly, and his tendency to contentiousness embroiled him in frequent disputes with his neighbors and involved him in more than a few lawsuits. These contretemps failed to alter his view of himself as a man of vision and talent. Although lacking a formal education, he had, in addition to strong hands and a robust work ethic, an inquisitive mind and a thirst for knowledge. In young adulthood, he developed a passion for national politics that found an outlet in his fervent support of Andrew Jackson’s presidential campaigns. Jesse was bitterly disappointed by the failure of “Old Hickory” to gain the White House in 1824, but he was elated by his champion’s successful effort four years later.7


To be accepted as a reputable member of his community, a man needed to marry well and raise a family in whom he could take pride. With the same single-mindedness he had demonstrated in his work, in his twenty-fifth year Jesse Grant began to seek an acceptable mate. In the summer of 1820, following several aborted courtships and one broken engagement, he made the acquaintance of an eligible young woman, Hannah Simpson, the daughter of a well-respected farmer whose father had emigrated from the north of Ireland in the middle of the previous century. Hannah, who was twenty-two when she met Jesse Grant, was born in Montgomery County, Pennsylvania, from which place her family had moved to southwestern Ohio. In the hamlet of Bantam, ten miles from Point Pleasant, her father began a successful husbandry; by 1820, his once-meager homestead had expanded to six hundred acres.8


Although sometimes characterized as a “handsome” woman, Hannah was no beauty; even Jesse would describe her as “a plain unpretending country girl,” although one “remarkable for good sense, attention to her domestic duties, and serious Christian character, blended with easy manners.” These were qualities appealing to an up-and-coming young man not yet established in business. For her part, Hannah, who by the standards of the time was hovering on the edge of old maidenhood, was willing to overlook Jesse’s sharply drawn features, loudly voiced views, and overweening ambition. She persuaded her mother to approve his suit, and Mrs. Simpson brought her reluctant husband to the same point of view. On June 24, 1821, the couple was joined in wedlock in the Simpson family home.9


It may not have been a love match in the strictest sense, but the marriage was a success, primarily because it benefited both parties. Hannah found Jesse outwardly gruff but essentially the kindhearted and loving husband she had believed he would become. Jesse improved through constant exposure to Hannah’s quiet, amiable nature. Hannah softened some of his rougher edges, although not always to a degree noticeable to those neighbors with whom he continued to feud. Even more remarkably, she enabled the family to retain the good opinion of those Jesse alienated by boasting of his material wealth or declaiming against federalism and slavery.


Hannah Simpson Grant helped her spouse in material ways as well. Better educated than he, she taught him grammar and syntax, skills that enabled him to hone his ability to orate in local debating societies and improve the quality of the letters he fired off to editors on a variety of political issues. Coming as she did from a pious family of Pennsylvania Presbyterians and, later, Ohio Methodists, she induced Jesse to profess his Christianity openly and to attend church regularly. In time, he became a respected member of the Methodist Church, whose teachings had a broad appeal to middle-class Americans, especially artisans equally committed to the salvation of their souls and the improvement of their social status.


More than anything else, Hannah helped Jesse prepare himself for fatherhood. Lacking as he did a model whose parental skills were worthy of adoption and convinced that his wife possessed an intuitive ability to nurture, Jesse turned to her for advice and support in rearing the children who were born of their union. His faith in his wife’s parenting skills was unshakable, but in some respects it may also have been misplaced.10
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Some of his biographers, especially those who wrote while their subject was alive, claimed that Ulysses Simpson Grant was a privileged son who enjoyed an idyllic upbringing. Yet he provided little evidence to support this contention. His published memoirs run to more than 250,000 words, but his parents are mentioned in only a few paragraphs. He explains only that he never endured “any scolding or punishing by [his] parents; no objection to rational enjoyments, such as fishing, going to the creek a mile away to swim in summer, taking a horse and visiting [his] grandparents in the adjoining county, fifteen miles off.” In fact, he appears to have suffered none of the restraints imposed upon his brothers, Samuel Simpson (known in the family by his middle name) and Orvil, and his sisters, Clara, Virginia (“Nellie”), and Mary Frances. The younger children were regularly disciplined, initiated into the Methodist faith, and compelled to attend the local meeting-house. Ulysses was never forced to do any chores other than those he performed with the aid of horsepower. These he enjoyed, for from childhood he displayed a love of horses, an understanding of their habits, and an appreciation of their benefits to man. Nor was he baptized or forced to attend church.11


Although later in life he evinced a commitment to the teachings of Methodism, the absence of prodding ensured that he never made regular appearances in church. Some chroniclers attempt to explain this lapse on the part of his devout parents by claiming that they were sensitive to his deep aversion to music, be it in the form of hymns, songs, or orchestral works. Throughout his life, Ulysses Grant would claim to be profoundly tone-deaf. Moreover, he would complain of the ill effects of music on his physical health, suggesting that it provoked, or at least intensified, the migraine headaches from which he continually suffered.12


Citing tonal distress as a reason for his parents’ lack of interest in Grant’s religious upbringing strains credulity. It is more plausible to suggest that their behavior indicates a studied neglect of their firstborn, a neglect that did not extend to their other children. This behavior appears to have been the norm from the boy’s earliest days. An oft-told story relates that when he was an infant, Ulysses crawled into the back yard, where he frolicked among tethered horses with well-shod hooves. When concerned neighbors alerted Hannah to the danger, she explained that she was too busy to tend to him just then but insisted that the child’s way with animals would protect him until she could tear herself away.13


Hannah’s apparent indifference to her son may also explain why he went for several weeks without a given name. It took a gathering of family members at the Grant home in Point Pleasant to redress the oversight. Hannah and one of her sisters proposed as a first name Albert, in honor of Albert Gallatin, the Swiss-born statesman, diplomat, and financier who had left an indelible mark on his adopted Pennsylvania, and, in fact, on the entire nation, during the first quarter of the century. Someone else suggested Theodore, but eventually Hiram, the choice of the boy’s father, won out. The child’s step-grandmother, a lover of literature and history, supplied a middle name–Ulysses, the hero of Homer’s immortal epic.


The boy’s first name was a favorite with the menfolk of the family, but neither its bearer nor his mother admired it. Hannah would call her son “Ulysses,” a name often shortened to “Ulys.” When he grew old enough to appreciate how his first and middle names might be misused, the boy developed an aversion to the embarrassing acronym “HUG.” Moreover, Ulysses was easily corruptible to “Useless,” as indeed it was in the mouths of neighboring children given to teasing him. Over time, however, he adopted his mother’s preference for his middle name, as did everyone else in his family.14


Jesse Grant’s original preference for Hiram–which is of Jewish origin and means “The Exalted One”–is understandable. From the boy’s earliest days, his father exalted him in word and deed, praising his gifts–real and imagined–to anyone who would listen. Jesse boasted about each of his children, but Ulysses was his favorite, mainly because he would attempt to do whatever his father asked of him. When the child was no more than two, Jesse was showing him off to his neighbors when someone happened by with a loaded pistol. Intrigued about how his son would stand the fire, Jesse borrowed the weapon and curled Ulysses’ tiny finger around the trigger. Instead of reacting fearfully to the report, the child cried out in delight, begging for a chance to “fick it again!” While the proud father beamed, an amazed bystander is supposed to have exclaimed: “That boy will make a general!”15


A few years later, an itinerant phrenologist, when examining the contours of the boy’s cranium during a public exhibition of his skills, supposedly uttered an even more momentous prophecy, pronouncing Ulysses a future president of the United States. The “professor” was wont to make the same prediction in the presence of other men of means who appeared inordinately proud of their offspring. Even so, it was observed that a visibly pleased Jesse Grant rewarded the man handsomely for his prediction.16


In later youth, Ulysses gave further indication of precociousness. When he was eleven, a traveling circus came to Georgetown, its leading attraction being a “mischievous pony, trained to go round the ring like lightning,” throwing any boy who attempted to ride him bareback. To please his father, Ulysses volunteered to try his equestrian skills. Clinging tightly to the pony’s sides and mane in the manner of an experienced jockey, he stuck to its back no matter how fast it galloped, how tightly it turned, or how wildly the audience reacted. Hoping to distract the boy and break his concentration, the ringmaster induced a trained monkey to leap onto Ulysses’ head and shoulders, where he perched for the balance of the exhibition. The added burden failed to dismount the rider. After a few more rounds, the ringmaster called a halt and the crowd exploded into applause.17


Ulysses’ feat had been made possible by his uncanny skill at handling horses, a skill that came to him so early that it made him appear born to the saddle. As he frequently asserted: “If I can mount a horse, I can ride him.” Throughout Brown County he was widely known for his ability to calm the most fractious animals and break to the saddle even the wildest of mustangs. One of Grant’s earliest biographers, Albert D. Richardson, claimed that by the time his subject was ten,




horse-jockeys who had steeds suffering from a distemper, which was relieved by riding them so fast as to heat them, used to bring the animals to Georgetown, for the tanner’s son to try them for a few miles at the breakneck gallop, in which his heart delighted. Neighboring farmers also brought refractory horses for him to train and subdue. More than once the little fellow was seen racing around the public square upon a kicking, rearing, pitching beast, to which, with arms clasped about its neck and fat bare feet pressed against its flanks, the lad was clinging with the same tenacity which he manifested later in life.18





Jesse Grant saw that he could get a great deal of hard work out of his oldest son so long as a horse was involved in the project. By the time he was eleven, Ulysses was doing the major share of the plowing on the Grant farmstead while sawing and hauling firewood not only for his home but also for the family tannery. Some biographers have suggested that the heavy workload had a physical effect, rendering him almost permanently stoop-shouldered. At about the same age, the boy added to the family’s finances by driving travelers to Cincinnati, fifty miles from Point Pleasant. His youth notwithstanding, he was trusted to check into a city hotel, spend the night alone, and the next morning seek out those who required conveyance to Brown County.19


Ulysses was capable of melding physical strength with brainpower. When he was twelve, his ambitious father landed a contract to construct a jail for the county. The contract, which took several months to fulfill, entailed felling trees and hauling logs to the work site. Jesse entrusted the job to his son, who worked alongside adult laborers. One day, after he had brought a large supply of logs in from the woods, the boy informed his father that there was no point in his making another trip because the workforce was short-handed and no one was available to load the wagon. If this were so, Jesse asked, how had he managed to haul logs so heavy that grown men would have had trouble loading them? His son explained, quite matter-of-factly, that he had used his horse to pull the logs, one at a time, up an incline formed by a fallen tree, the end of which rested upon a stump. When each log had been raised sufficiently high, he had backed the wagon under it, chocked the wheels, and directed the horse to lower it into the conveyance. Jessie, surprised and pleased, beamed with pride at his son’s ingenuity.20


Jesse Grant’s frequent boasting of his son’s skills and accomplishments (one neighbor called him “the greatest brag I ever met with”) appears to have sprung from parental pride. Even so, the father was sufficiently egotistical that, one suspects, in singing Ulysses’ praises he trumpeted his own as well. It is generally accepted that no apple falls far from the tree, and Jesse Grant thought of himself as a mighty oak indeed.21
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Hannah Grant’s disdain was in sharp contrast to her husband’s obnoxious boastfulness; indeed, Mrs. Grant was never known to praise anyone, especially her children. Even in adulthood, their accomplishments went unheralded, and apparently unnoticed. When General Ulysses Grant visited the family homestead shortly after forcing Robert E. Lee to surrender his army at Appomattox, his mother welcomed him back without a smile and virtually without comment. Before turning back to her chores, she said only: “Well, Ulysses, you’ve become a great man, haven’t you?” Three years later, when her son gained the presidency, every surviving member of his family attended the inaugural except Hannah, who was physically capable of making the journey east. During the Grant administration, father, siblings, and other relatives visited the White House more than a few times, but not once did Hannah accompany them. It was as if she feared that her presence would be construed as an act of homage.22


Even around her closest relatives, Hannah Grant was an inordinately private person. She seemed to regard a show of emotion as a symptom of weakness. Looking back in later life, her son could not recall hearing his mother laugh or cry. Whatever hopes, dreams, fears, or enthusiasms she might have entertained, she kept to herself.


Those who knew Hannah claimed for her a sweet nature, hidden as it was beneath a stoic exterior. Undoubtedly she loved her children, but she doted on none and never came close to coddling them. As when baby Ulysses frolicked among the family’s horses, she could appear complacent over their health and well-being. When they fell ill, she did not fuss over them or shower them with exaggerated concern. As Hamlin Garland puts it, she “was not one of those mothers whose maternal love casts a correspondingly deep shadow of agonizing fear.” She put them to bed, forced castor oil down their throats, and trusted to the Lord and their own constitutions.23


Hannah was so withdrawn that at least one historian suggests she may have been mildly retarded. Another observes that “she acted like a woman who is nourishing within herself a life-long secret.” A more credible explanation is that she was the victim of an extraordinary set of inhibitions acquired in childhood, perhaps rooted in her Calvinistic upbringing. At some point during her religious education, she had come to believe it sinful to show a glimpse of her inner self to anyone but God.24


Some of her more notable traits communicated themselves to her first son. As a boy, Ulysses was widely described as well-behaved and amiable, but unusually quiet and reserved, reluctant to draw attention to himself, and ill at ease around strangers. Harsher observers regarded him as backward, simple-minded, or dense. Some of these critics were probably motivated by jealousy over the boy’s celebrated skills as a horse master; others were reacting to the loud boasting of the father.


Claims that the boy lacked intelligence or shrewdness made the rounds of Georgetown. One that received especial attention centered around a horse trade the twelve-year-old Ulysses made with a Mr. Ralston, who owned a colt the boy greatly desired. The older Grant offered twenty dollars for the horse, but Ralston wanted twenty-five. At his son’s pleading, Jesse agreed to pay the higher amount if necessary, but instructed Ulysses to haggle with the owner. When he went to see Ralston, however, the boy blurted out: “Papa says I may offer you twenty dollars for the colt, but if you won’t take that, I am to offer twenty-two and a half, and if you won’t take that, to give you twenty-five.” Not surprisingly, he paid top dollar. As he recalled years later: “The story got out among the boys of the village, and it was a long time before I heard the last of it.” He added philosophically: “Boys enjoy the misery of their companions, at least village boys in that day did, and in later life I have found that all adults are not free from the peculiarity.”25


Townspeople who observed the boy in repose and were ignorant of his impressive capacity for physical labor considered him lazy. In fact, although Ulysses had an active curiosity, he was easily bored. As one of his early biographers points out, when his mind was not challenged and hard work was not demanded of him, “he was of sluggish habit all his days.” Grant himself claimed that the older he grew, the more he tended to indolence–an exaggeration, perhaps, but in the minds of those who made no effort to understand him, not far from the mark.26


Reticence and self-restraint followed Ulysses Grant from youth into adulthood. He rarely revealed his feelings, even in the company of those considered to be his intimate friends. One of his wartime staff officers claimed that “he always avoided talking upon any subject which was personal to himself.” A civilian telegrapher at his headquarters, who got to know General Grant as well as anyone outside his family, called him “one of the most reserved men” he had ever known: “The faculty of restraint both in speech and in expression of the feelings was pronounced.” Nevertheless, this man decried the all-too-common “impression among those who met him that he was cold and untutored in the ways of the sociable world.” From personal observation he knew the general to be a sensitive, caring person, and he did not consider Grant’s manner in any degree assumed. Even so, he regretted his inability to draw his chief into an expression of his private thoughts. Whenever the conversation got too personal, Grant would change the subject or simply clam up.27


Another inheritance from his parents was a set of moral and religious values that Grant adhered to, more or less, throughout his life. He seldom spoke on religious matters, and although he never joined the Methodist Church or any other sect, he was not an atheist as some observers have suggested, nor was he irreligious. He believed in a divine Creator, looked forward to an afterlife, and, whenever possible, observed the Sabbath. As one recent historian observed, Grant was a “committed” Christian: “His faith was simple yet sturdy. . . . Intimate acquaintances often reported that he had a deep and abiding respect for the spiritual. Furthermore, Grant’s own writing exhibits a strong belief in an overruling Providence affecting not only his life but the affairs of the world. On many occasions, Grant was known to have attributed his life’s success to God’s benevolence.”28


Other moral and religious principles Grant inherited from his parents included prohibitions against swearing, dancing, gambling, and corporal punishment. Witnesses testified that his language was free of obscenity and profanity; when provoked to wrathful utterance, the harshest epithets he resorted to were “Confound it!” and “Doggone it!” Such self-control was remarkable considering the highly stressful environment in which he lived throughout the Civil War. His telegrapher believed that “a man never lived, with possibly the exception of Job, who had more provocation to resort to profanity than Grant himself.” For the better part of the conflict, John A. Rawlins of Galena, Illinois, a man given to fits of temper and colorful language, served as Grant’s chief of staff. Grant would claim that Rawlins fulfilled an indispensable requirement: “He does all my cussing for me.” Nor was Grant known to appreciate coarse jokes or stories. A friend recalled: “I have seen him freeze a man up instantly with a look when a vulgar story was started in his presence.”29


Although a lover of wholesome entertainment, Grant never took a dance floor in his life, even after marrying a woman who loved to dance. The reason was not two left feet; his religious training deterred him from an activity he considered frivolous and sometimes indecorous. Nor did he gamble except in penny-ante games while in the army; and when he became a father, Grant steadfastly refused to take his hand to his children. His youngest son recalled having been spanked only once and only after excessive provocation. He reported his father as being so shaken by his action that he never repeated it.30


Only in a few instances did the religious teachings of his parents fail to impress themselves upon him. Although both Jesse and Hannah Grant were staunch antislaveryites, their son’s attitudes toward the institution were more complex and slow to evolve. Although he never approved of slavery and never felt entirely comfortable in its presence, for the first forty years of his life he was no abolitionist. His Ohio boyhood was spent among pro-slavery people who had emigrated from Kentucky and Virginia, and after leaving the army in 1854 he resided in a slave state, Missouri. Thus it is hardly surprising that he considered it neither proper nor politic to condemn slave owners or to agitate for the liberation of their chattels. His attitude toward slavery began to change only after April 1861, when the issue became inextricably embroiled in the fate of the American Republic and he himself became the instrument of a government policy to stamp out the institution.


Another parental influence that seemed to have no effect on the boy was the abhorrence of alcohol. Although neither of his parents imbibed–Hannah from devotion to Methodism, Jesse from a studied rejection of Noah Grant’s lifestyle–when they were at church, their son would steal down to the storm cellar, sometimes in company with friends. There he would drink from a large cask of blackberry cordial that his father had purchased for its supposed value in combating cholera, a disease that could reach epidemic proportions in the community. One of his companions later recalled of these clandestine sprees: “I don’t know whether we took it right or not, but certain it is that we did not take the cholera.” A latter-day historian asserts that, although the practice seems harmless enough, “it is important in a larger context. Ulysses Grant would slip off to take a pull on many a bottle after those early excursions to the cellar.”31
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The same biographers who credit Grant with a happy childhood claim that his youth and adolescence were lonely and unhappy times, made especially so by a tendency to a mild but chronic depression in the form of dysthymia. More recent chroniclers, including Bruce Catton, reject this casting of Grant as “a sensitive child driven in on himself, forced in self-defense to cultivate an impassive stolidity to protect a bruised ego and a crippled, tormented psyche. . . . On the contrary, every recollection is of a singularly happy boyhood.” To be sure, there were always those who teased and taunted him for one reason or another, but he had many friends, including those to whom, upon occasion, he could speak candidly of his fears, hopes, and aspirations. He joined these companions in various childhood pastimes. In addition to riding, he enjoyed ice skating, fishing, and swimming. He was especially proficient at skating, but he also considered himself an accomplished swimmer. At least once, however, he found himself in over his head–literally. When he was seven, he barely avoided drowning after falling from a fishing perch into the swift waters of a Brown County lake. His nine-year-old companion, Daniel Ammen (later a high-ranking officer in the United States Navy) came to the rescue, grabbing the collar of his jacket as the helpless boy swept past.32


One popular avocation that had no charms for him was hunting. Ever averse to killing animals, he refused to stalk birds, rabbits, or squirrels. Despite his pleasurable introduction to firearms as an infant, he never used them for amusement. The closest he came to engaging in the sport was when, as a young subaltern stationed in Texas shortly before the Mexican War, he accompanied another officer on a turkey hunt. His colleague flushed the game, but Lieutenant Grant “stood watching the turkeys to see where they flew–with my gun on my shoulder, and never once thought of leveling it at the birds. When I had time to reflect upon the matter, I came to the conclusion that as a sportsman I was a failure.” He made no effort to overcome this supposed deficiency.33


Ulysses did not spend his boyhood solely at play or hard labor. Even a backwoods youth of his era could expect to spend time in the schoolroom, even if only for a only few weeks following the harvest season. The wealth he had amassed from his tanyard and livery business enabled Jesse Grant to provide his son with an education that was better than most families in Georgetown could give their children. Ulysses’ educational experience began when he was sent at the age of five to the local “subscription schools” of Georgetown. During the winter terms of 1836–1837 and 1838–1839 he attended private boarding schools, first in Maysville, Kentucky, where he came under the eye of his aunt, the widow of Peter Grant; and then in Ripley, Ohio, ten miles from his home. Looking back near the close of his life, he denied having been anything like an accomplished pupil: “I was not studious in habit, and probably did not make progress enough for the outlay for board and tuition.”34


The Georgetown schools were less like bastions of learning than holding pens for truants controllable only through the switch, and the private academies were not much better. “Both winters were spent,” he wrote, “in going over the same old arithmetic which I knew every word of before, and repeating: ‘A noun is the name of a thing,’ which I had also heard my Georgetown teachers repeat, until I had come to believe it.”35


Despite the unchallenging curriculum, he did not fault his teachers– even those who ran the subscription schools–for his failure to excel. Other pupils, more receptive to the prevailing teaching methods, absorbed enough knowledge to embark on challenging and rewarding professional careers. Two of his fellow students even became members of Congress. Ulysses would outstrip both, however, in the extent of his formal schooling, which, as Richardson noted, was supplemented by attendance at “evening spelling-schools.” During this time, perhaps encouraged by his father, he also joined a juvenile debating club, “at which, however, he never spoke.”36


Ulysses’ orderly, methodical mind enabled him to excel in the mathematics courses offered at Maysville and Ripley even though he never opened an algebra text until attending West Point. Because they appealed to none of his tastes, he did less well in the other subjects, notably grammar and composition. If a lesson caught and held his interest, he made respectable grades, but he was easily bored, especially when asked to absorb knowledge he considered inapplicable to those career fields that appealed to him.


When Ulysses was in his early teens, his father asked him what profession he might like to enter: “I want you to work at whatever you like and intend to follow,” he explained. His son expressed three very different interests: obtaining a college education, possibly with a view to teaching; farming; and trading on the Father of Waters, the Mississippi. He was not sure which occupation would prove most satisfying or for which he had the greatest aptitude, but he was certain of one thing–he was not going to follow Jesse into the tanning business. “I detested the trade,” he recalled, “preferring almost any other labor.” He had worked in the family tanyard occasionally since his early teens, and he vividly remembered the bone-numbing labor it demanded, the stench of the caustic chemicals it required for its operation, and, above all, the suffering of the trapped, terrified animals about to be slaughtered for their hides.37


If Jesse’s dreams of a bright future for his son were to come true, Ulysses had to finish his education. Yet, despite the father’s growing prosperity, when the time came for the boy to start college, Jesse decided that he lacked the necessary funds. Instead, aware that West Point charged no tuition, he decided to seek an Academy appointment for his son. As Jesse remembered, before he did so he broached the idea to Ulysses and gained his approval. His son, however, would claim that he had no inkling of what was in store for him. When in the winter of 1838 he learned that Jesse had taken the steps to apply for an appointment, it was news to him.


But it was not good news. Ulysses had never considered a military career, and the idea appealed to him not at all. “I won’t go,” he recalled telling his father. But Jesse Grant thought otherwise and would brook no argument in the matter. The incident marked one of the few times that Ulysses’ father had ordered him to do something he found disagreeable. By the time he wrote his memoirs, Grant’s recollection had somewhat changed: “I really had no objection to going to West Point, except that I had a very exalted idea of the acquirements necessary to get through. I did not believe I possessed them, and could not bear the idea of failing.” But his father’s purpose remained fixed, and Ulysses acquiesced in it out of simple necessity.38


Jesse’s timing was fortuitous. Congressman Thomas Hamer of Ohio had the prerogative of filling a vacancy in the Corps of Cadets created by the recent dismissal of a local appointee, the son of the Grant family’s physician. Hamer had been a close friend and debating opponent of Jesse Grant’s before diverging political views came between them. Once a loyal Democrat, as Hamer continued to be, Jesse had transformed himself into an avowed capitalist and ardent nationalist. Jesse had left the party of Andrew Jackson after Old Hickory refused to extend the life of the Second Bank of the United States, an institution his party considered inimical to states’ rights but which Jesse saw as integral to national prosperity. Over time, the erstwhile friends had come to regret their estrangement, but neither was willing to make the first move toward burying the hatchet. Jesse’s application for his son furnished Hamer with an opportunity to heal the rift. After the appointment went to Ulysses, the Democratic congressman and the convert to the new Whig Party let bygones be bygones. Their renewed friendship would endure until Hamer’s death, as a general officer of volunteer troops, during the Mexican War.39


By appointing Jesse’s son to the Military Academy, Congressman Hamer was responsible not only for the name Ulysses Grant would make as a soldier but also for the name by which he would be known to generations of Americans. Originally, Jesse believed that Senator Thomas H. Morris controlled the state’s Academy appointments; thus he failed to contact Hamer until the 1838–1839 congressional term had almost expired. Given only one day to process the application, Hamer had no time to gather basic information on Jesse’s son. In his haste, he made out the appointment in the name of “Ulysses Simpson Grant.” Upon his matriculation, Ulysses pointed out the error, only to find Academy officials unwilling to tackle the paperwork required to make the change. When his name first appeared on the cadet rolls as “U. S. Grant,” it induced fellow cadets to bestow on him a nickname that would cling to him throughout his years in the army. Originally rendered as “United States Grant,” in time the moniker became “Uncle Sam Grant,” until finally shortened to “Sam.”40
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Although at seventeen Ulysses was already a seasoned traveler (“I had been east to Wheeling, Virginia, and north to the Western Reserve, in Ohio, west to Louisville, and south to Bourbon County, Kentucky”), the youngster dreaded the trip he made in the latter part of May 1839 from Bethel, Ohio, to his new home in the Hudson highlands. “A military life had no charms for me,” he insisted, “and I had not the faintest idea of staying in the army even if I should be graduated, which I did not expect.” Thus the journey east by steamer, canal boat, and railroad–the latter at the fantastic clip of almost twenty miles per hour–was too short for him. He delayed his arrival by spending several days sightseeing in Philadelphia and Manhattan (the side-trips would bring a sharp reprimand from home). As a result, he did not reach the august institution in upstate New York until May 29.41


From the first, he felt out of place in the rigorous, restrictive, and conformity-driven environment of the nation’s premier soldier school. He tolerated his first summer encampment, which he found “wearisome and uninteresting”; but when the camp was broken up and the cadets (“plebes,” as the fourth-year men were called) moved into barracks, he appeared resigned to the situation: “I felt as though I had been at West Point always, and that if I staid to graduation, I would have to remain always.” The prospect horrified him, but unwilling to return home without cause and believing he would soon flunk out, he steeled himself against the ordeal to follow. Even so, for a time he clung to the hope (never realized) that Congress might act favorably on a proposed piece of legislation to abolish the Academy altogether. Should his schooling end in that manner, it would spare him the humiliation of failing.42


To his amazement, he passed his initial examinations without difficulty, just as he had the perfunctory entrance exam that had preceded the encampment. His proficiency in mathematics stood him in good stead–that subject, after all, formed the foundation of the engineering curriculum to which the institution owed its prestige–and his fair-to-middling performance in the few other disciplines to which he was exposed in his first two years proved to be no worse than that of most of his fellow cadets.


Life at West Point was made bearable by the personal associations he formed. He was not one to collect friends, but he found himself on close, even intimate, terms with a few classmates, especially those with whom he roomed, Frederick T. Dent of Missouri and Rufus Ingalls of Maine being among them. He made enough friends–Dent, Ingalls, Simon Bolivar Buckner of Kentucky, and eight others–to help form a secret fraternal society, the Twelve in One. Some of these attachments would last a lifetime, and even casual acquaintances provided contacts helpful to his future career.


He might have been more popular had he been more talkative and self-promotive, or sufficiently gifted to excel in the rudimentary athletic activities offered by the school. Throughout his West Point career he remained as quiet, and almost as shy, as he had been at home, and he did not possess the stature, the skill, or the desire to compete successfully in field sports. Upon entering the academy he affected an almost childlike appearance–smooth of face, barely five feet, one inch tall, and weighing no more than 117 pounds. Over the next four years, he added six inches to his height and several pounds to his girth.43


During his first class year, he contracted “Tyler’s Grippe,” a debilitating illness alarmingly suggestive of consumption–a disease that would kill his brother Simpson and his sister Clara–which reduced his weight to its pre–Academy level. Even at the peak of his growth, however, he was not athletic material. He made an attempt to master only one sport, soccer, but as James Longstreet recalled, he “was not heavy enough to be good in the rush. He usually hung on the outskirts of the crowd and was ready for the kick when it came his way.”44


In the classroom, his grades were average. He performed capably enough in the higher mathematics courses that he came to believe he might secure a position on the faculty as an assistant professor in the discipline. Yet even the math courses did not come easily to him. As he wrote to one of his cousins during the earliest days of his cadetship, “we have tremendous long and hard lessons to get in both French and Algebra. I study hard and hope to get along so as to pass the examination in January. This examination is a hard one they say, but I am not frightened yet.” In this letter, he went to some lengths to deprecate his appearance, which he considered anything but soldier-like: “If I were to come home now with my uniform on . . . you would laugh. . . . My pants sit as tight to my skin as the bark to a tree and if I do not walk military,  that is if I bend over quickly or run, they are very apt to crack with a report as loud as a pistol. . . . If you were to see me at a distance, the first question you would ask would be, ‘is that a Fish or an animal?’.”45


Although he passed the fearsome January exam, his claim of diligent study is open to question. He appeared to work hard, but no more than necessary to remain in good standing on the roll of general merit. “I did not take hold of my studies with avidity, in fact I rarely ever read over a lesson the second time during my entire cadetship,” he admitted in his memoirs. He gave as a reason that old bugaboo, his susceptibility to boredom: “I could not sit in my room doing nothing.”46


His grades reflected his faulty approach to his studies. At the close of his first year at the Academy, out of his sixty-member class he ranked sixteenth in mathematics but only forty-ninth in French. He improved somewhat during his third-class year, at the end of which, in his pared-down class of fifty-three, he stood tenth in math and forty-fourth in French. In his added courses, he ranked only twenty-third in military drawing and forty-sixth in ethics.


His almost imperceptible improvement continued the following year, when he stood fifteenth of forty-one cadets in the general science course known as natural philosophy, nineteenth in drawing, and twenty-second in chemistry. In his final year, his standing slipped a notch; mediocre grades in engineering and ethics matched those he received in the tactical courses offered during a cadet’s senior session. Among the thirty-nine other members of his class who managed to graduate, he ranked twenty-fifth in artillery tactics and twenty-eighth in the tactics of the arm to which he was fated to be posted, the infantry. His final ranking on the roll of general merit was twenty-first, just below the class median. It was a record of determined mediocrity, one that neither exalted nor condemned its bearer.47


Presumably, he would have improved his grades in tactics had he studied the many military texts that reposed in the Academy’s “fine library,” but he rarely if ever did so. In place of instructional manuals he spent his free time reading novels–“not those of a trashy sort,” he was quick to point out, but the works of esteemed authors such as James Fenimore Cooper, Washington Irving, and Sir Walter Scott. Perhaps it was this predilection that won Grant, during his senior year, the presidency of the Academy’s only literary society. One might suppose that his avoidance of heavier reading would cause him difficulties when called to shoulder the duties of his profession. Yet in the absence of theoretical knowledge, he would make do very nicely with practical application and common sense, weapons not every officer had in his arsenal.48


Class standing was a function not only of classroom performance but also of “general merit.” Because the latter was heavily affected by receipt of those demerits that a cadet’s superiors handed out for a bewildering array of offenses, some of them quite trivial, many cadets who did well enough in their studies saw their general standing decline, sometimes precipitously, under the weight of these black marks. This was not the case with Cadet Grant, who during his academic career amassed, respectively, fifty-nine, sixty-seven, ninety-eight, and sixty-six demerits–none close to the fatal number of two hundred per annum that constituted grounds for instant dismissal.49


His infractions were common ones: lateness to class and, once there, inattention; failure to take proper care of his uniform, arms, and accoutrements; flawed performances on the drill field, where his stooped frame and nonchalant air kept him from looking soldierly. His missteps were not always his fault: On one occasion, a husky cadet given to bullying smaller classmates deliberately crowded Grant out of the ranks, so provoking the slow-to-anger cadet that he tore into his tormentor and thrashed him soundly. In fact, Grant, whose slight frame and quiet manner made him an inviting target, had numerous physical encounters with fellow cadets, not all of whom he easily conquered. Reportedly, it took four bouts with one muscular antagonist, who repeatedly drew Grant into violent confrontations, before the persevering Ohioan emerged victorious.50


If Grant drew more than a few demerits for engaging in fisticuffs, he was never gigged for violating one notorious prohibition–a clandestine journey to Benny Havens’s tavern, in neighboring Highland Falls, which catered to thirsty, entertainment-starved, and risk-taking cadets. James Longstreet would claim that Grant never visited the watering hole during his cadetship, although another source has him going once–at the urging of his roommate, Ingalls–and barely escaping detection and punishment. It cannot be determined that he drank while on Academy grounds, but supposedly he swore off liquor after observing a fellow cadet in a drunken stupor. The story suggests that up to that time he imbibed at least occasionally. Apparently he did indulge in smoking, a vice often linked with alcohol consumption. He began using tobacco at the Academy–sometimes in a pipe, more often in the form of a cigar–mainly, it would appear, from the thrill of partaking of a forbidden pleasure. Tobacco addiction would become for him a more destructive habit than alcohol–one day it would kill him.51


Whether the source was drinking, smoking, or some other prohibited activity, the upsurge of demerits that marked Grant’s second class year cost him the only honor the academy bestowed upon him. At the outset of that term, shortly after returning from the two-month furlough granted every cadet at that point in his scholastic career–an all-too-brief period he spent among family and friends in Ohio–he found, much to his surprise, that he had been appointed a cadet sergeant. He did not consider himself entitled to the promotion either by classroom or drill-field performance, and thus he was not shattered when the promotion was revoked later in the year. In his memoirs he reduced the matter to a simple statement: “I was dropped, and served the fourth year as a private.”52


Despite the deficiencies in his education, Grant emerged from the Academy highly esteemed by his fellow cadets. Typical of their impressions of him were these: “A clear thinker and steady worker”; “not a prominent man in the corps, but respected by all”; “a very much liked sort of youth”; “no bad habits whatever”; “never said an untruthful word even in jest”; “taking to his military duties in a very business-like manner”; and “much respected as a man of firmness.” Yet another classmate, looking back thirty years later, spoke for many who knew him: “I had a warm admiration for Grant, though none of us were wise enough to predict his brilliant future. I am astonished that we did not, for the Grant of to-day was the Grant of West Point.”53


The observer ought not to have chided himself for failing to recognize his classmate’s potential–Grant himself did not. When he left West Point on the day of his graduation, June 30, 1843, he considered himself, as he had upon entering the institution four years before, officer material of the poorest sort, and he could foresee no likelihood of improvement. Perhaps his self-view was in keeping with the low opinion he continued to entertain of army officers as a group.


He could count only a couple of exceptions to this belief. In addition to a few of his closest friends in the cadet corps, he highly admired Captain Charles Ferguson Smith of the 2nd United States Artillery, the impeccably attired, ramrod-erect, and scrupulously fair Commandant of Cadets; and Winfield Scott, the fifty-three-year-old future commanding general of the United States Army, who visited the Academy and reviewed the cadet corps during Grant’s first summer encampment. Scott, in fact, became his beau  ideal of military manhood. His first impression of Scott was one of physical splendor: “With his commanding figure, his quite colossal size and showy uniform, I thought him the finest specimen of manhood my eyes had ever beheld, and the most to be envied.” So musing, he recalled a strange thought that had entered his mind upon beholding Scott for the first time: “I could never resemble him in appearance, but I believe I did have a presentiment for a moment that some day I should occupy his place on review–although I had no inclination then of remaining in the army.”54


No one in his right mind would have predicted that before thirty years were out, Charles F. Smith would become one of Ulysses Grant’s most faithful subordinates; and that Winfield Scott, then approaching his eightieth year and well into retirement, would present Grant with a copy of his memoirs that bore the inscription: “From the Oldest to the Greatest General.”55












Chapter 2 
 “A MOST REMARKABLE AND VALUABLE YOUNG SOLDIER”


WHEN HE LEFT WEST POINT, GRANT HAD NO IDEA WHAT HIS FIRST ACTIVE-duty assignment would be. Upon passing the final examination, the members of the class of 1843 were instructed to list their preferences for units and arms of the service. Grant’s first choice was the only mounted regiment in the army, the 1st United States Dragoons, a hybrid organization dating to 1833; members of the regiment were armed, equipped, and trained to fight mounted and afoot as conditions warranted (a second dragoon outfit had been formed three years later, but a penurious Congress had converted it to infantry a few months before Grant graduated).1


Grant’s preference for a dragoon berth is hardly surprising. His uncanny ability to understand and control horses remained one of his most remarkable attributes. Whenever an obstreperous mount had been added to the Military Academy’s stables, he was chosen to gentle it. His prowess in the saddle had been demonstrated time and again during his four years as a cadet. He had displayed it with especial verve when, in the last weeks of its schooling, his class was put through its paces before a blue-ribbon audience that included General Winfield Scott and the Academy’s board of visitors. The crowning event of the review was a high-jumping exhibition performed by Grant aboard a long-legged, powerfully built sorrel named York, a horse that few other cadets dared ride. A member of Grant’s class had advised him against the stunt: “Sam, that horse will kill you some day.” The rider’s reply was matter-of-fact: “Well, I can die but once.”2


On the day of the review, the school’s riding-master, H. R. Herschberger, set the leaping bar to a height of six feet, five inches, then called out: “Cadet Grant!” One of the younger onlookers, James B. Fry of Illinois, an applicant for a place in the incoming class, noted that the audience collectively held its breath as the “clean-faced, slender, blue-eyed [actually, grey-eyed] young fellow” in the saddle readied himself and his steed for the Herculean feat. Fry watched intently as Grant dashed forward to the end of the riding hall: “As he turned at the farther end and came into the stretch across which the bar was placed, the horse increased his pace, and, measuring his strides for the great leap before him, bounded into the air and cleared the bar, carrying his rider as if man and beast had been welded together. The spectators were breathless. ‘Very well done, sir!’ growled old Herschberger.” When the applause of the crowd finally died away, Fry said, “the class was dismissed and disappeared; but ‘Cadet Grant’ remained a living image in my memory.”3


Although it could not ignore Grant’s aptitude for mounted service, the Academy in its dubious wisdom turned down his application for a dragoon commission. Instead, he was posted to his second choice, the 4th U.S. Infantry. He would join the regiment, then on station at Jefferson Barracks, Missouri, as a brevet second lieutenant. The brevet was an at-large commission rather than one accorded to a specific regiment. Grant would not formally be entered on the rolls of the 4th Infantry, which already had a full complement of officers, until a vacancy occurred in its ranks. Because the small army of the time (seventy-five hundred officers and men) allocated a specified quota of commissions to each of its units but lacked a pension system, officers remained on active duty long after age or physical disability should have returned them to civilian life. Vacancies, therefore, were caused only by resignations, transfers, and deaths.


When he departed West Point, Grant’s assignment had yet to be announced; in fact, he waited several weeks to learn where he would report for duty. He spent those weeks visiting his family, which during his schooling had moved back to Claremont County, settling in Bethel, ten miles west of its former home. There Jesse Grant had built a comfortable house of brick while establishing a new and larger tannery, funded by the sale of the older one. Ulysses soon discovered that his father had made much the same impression on his new neighbors as he had on the good folk of Georgetown. One of Bethel’s more broadminded natives, however, would claim that Jesse’s unpopularity redounded “entirely to his credit, as his enemies were almost entirely composed of his political opponents and small minded neighbors who were filled with jealousy and envy on account of his material prosperity.”4


Jesse’s eldest had visited the new home once before, during the furlough that followed his third class year. On that occasion, startled by the physical transformation her son had undergone at West Point, Hannah Grant had welcomed him with an exclamation: “Ulysses, you have grown much straighter.” Her son agreed, explaining: “That was the first thing they taught me.” Presumably, his posture had not deteriorated since.5


West Point also taught him to take pride in his hard-won education and his status as a commissioned officer. His disappointment at failing to gain his unit preference was diluted by the eventual arrival of his shiny blue uniform, its shoulders topped by twin insignia straps of gold braid. He had been waiting anxiously to suit up: “I was impatient to get on my uniform and see how it looked, and probably wanted my old school mates, particularly the girls, to see me in it.”6


The reference to female admirers suggests a side to Grant’s personality that few biographers have explored. If Hamlin Garland is correct, however, in his youth the lieutenant had at least one sweetheart, Mary King, with whom he corresponded while at the Academy and to whom he presented one of the illustrations (some of which were quite accomplished) he rendered while studying military drawing. Hamlin admits that “of her little can be learned save that she had accepted another wooer.” He adds that “it is not remembered that Ulysses grew wan with grief.”7


Clad in the attention-getting garb of his new profession, the self-absorbed youngster spent part of his furlough visiting relatives and friends in Georgetown and elsewhere in southern Ohio. The pleasurable interlude came to an abrupt halt in Cincinnati, where, as the result of a disagreeable encounter with a street urchin, “the conceit was knocked out of me.” A ragged, barefooted boy, observing Grant trotting down a busy street, began to shout out the lyrics of a popular, antimilitary ditty:




“Soldier, will you work? No-siree–I’ll sell my shirt first!”8





The boy’s chanting not only ravaged Grant’s self-esteem but triggered memories of past humiliations: “The horse trade and its dire consequences were recalled to mind.” He returned to Bethel with the boy’s taunts echoing in his ears, only to find his ordeal not yet over. As he neared the livery attached to the tavern that sat opposite the Grant home, he observed the stable-hand–a young man of dissolute habits but possessed of a certain sense of humor–parading up and down the street in a pair of sky-blue trousers crudely altered to resemble those of an army officer, complete with “a strip of white cotton sheeting sewed down the outside seams in imitation of mine.” Looking back on these incidents, Grant cited them as the reason he acquired “a distaste for military uniform that [he] never recovered from.”9
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On the last day of September, two months to the day since leaving West Point, Brevet Second Lieutenant Grant reported to the headquarters of his regiment at Jefferson Barracks, on the outskirts of St. Louis. The post, the largest in the army, was home station to the majority of the companies that comprised the 3rd and 4th Infantry. The newcomer quickly settled into the routine of garrison life and made or renewed acquaintances with his fellow officers, most of whom shared his alma mater, including his old friend “Pete” Longstreet. He quickly developed an admiration for many of his seniors, especially the post commander, Colonel Stephen Watts Kearny of the 3rd, who, although a strict disciplinarian, was no martinet. “Every drill and roll-call had to be attended,” Grant remembered, “but in the intervals officers were permitted to enjoy themselves, leaving the garrison, and going where they pleased, without making written application.” Another object of his admiration was the leader of his regiment, Colonel Josiah H. Vose, “a most estimable man, of exemplary habits” who preferred to confine himself to administrative duties while his subordinates exercised direct command of the outfit.10


He was less taken with some of the junior officers, including Captain Robert Christie Buchanan of Maryland, a stickler for regulations and detail who appeared to enjoy punishing his subordinates for any lapse in conduct, no matter how petty. From the first, Buchanan and Grant clashed, especially after the captain, the president of the officers’ mess, began to levy fines on the newcomer, in the form of compulsory contributions to the regimental fund, whenever Grant was late–even by a few minutes–for mess call. The animosity that grew between them peaked when Grant, having been docked several times, refused to accept an especially exorbitant penalty. The consequences of this act of defiance would prove not only long-lasting but detrimental to his career.11


To escape the dull routine of the post and his superior’s displeasure, Grant took long rides through the countryside during off-duty hours. On several occasions, he dined as a guest, sometimes in company with fellow officers, in the homes of families disposed to be hospitable to their neighbors in the army. One of the first of these excursions was to White Haven, a well-appointed farm along Gravois Creek five miles west of the post, the home of the Dents, the family of Grant’s favorite roommate at the Military Academy.


His first trip was a payback for a visit Fred had made to the Grant home in Ohio, but he failed to connect with his classmate. One day earlier Fred, himself a newly minted brevet second lieutenant, had left home to join his regiment, the 6th Infantry, on the western frontier. Yet he had paved the way for his friend by informing his oldest sister that Sam Grant was the “finest boy he had ever known . . . he is pure gold.”12


As it turned out, neither was seventeen-year-old Julia Dent at home when the lieutenant paid his first call at White Haven–she was spending that season as a guest of a prominent family in St. Louis–but he was welcomed by the majority of her family, including her mother, her two brothers, and two sisters. Grant found the Dents a typical Missouri family of the period, proud of their Southern roots and the trappings of prosperity that included a work force of nineteen slaves. The Dents were also outspokenly opposed to a national government they considered increasingly antagonistic to their region’s political, social, and economic institutions.


Lieutenant Grant had grown up among people with similar beliefs, and at West Point he had studiously avoided being drawn into the debates about sectional issues that were beginning to divide Northern- and Southern-born members of the cadet corps. Thus he felt comfortable among the Dents and responsive to the genial, old-world style of hospitality they practiced. Even so, neither then nor afterwards did he forge a warm relationship with the family patriarch, Frederick Dent, Sr. The crotchety and argumentative “colonel” (a title he had bestowed upon himself), scion of a cultured family from Maryland, saw the young visitor–although well-behaved and evidently sincere in his desire to please–as an undesirable. It was obvious that Grant’s origins were humbler than the colonel’s own. What was infinitely worse, he came from a family that neither kept slaves nor favored slavery. For all he knew, the Grants were wild-eyed abolitionists, a species the colonel despised and feared.13


If Grant did not hit it off with Dent, Sr., he had no difficulty warming up to his eldest daughter, whom he met upon Julia’s return from the city the following February. “After that,” he recalled, “I do not know but my visits became more frequent; they certainly did become more enjoyable.” In fact, he appears to have been smitten at their first meeting, or very soon after. It must have been love in the truest sense, for it seems unlikely he was swept away by Julia’s looks. One recent biographer has noted that “she was, to anyone who wanted to be critical, dumpy, cross-eyed, and plain. But appearances aside, she was full of life, voluble, strong-willed and optimistic.”14


Having been the apple of her father’s eye from birth, Julia was also more than a little spoiled. Grant, however, recognized none of these potential drawbacks as impediments to his attraction to her. He concentrated on her more appealing characteristics, especially her openness, her lack of guile, and her ability to put him at ease, evident from the moment they met. He was also thrilled to find that she loved horses and was an accomplished equestrienne. Her interests and abilities enabled them to share each other’s company apart from the circle of her close-knit family. “We would often take walks,” he wrote, “or go on horseback to visit the neighbors, until I became quite well acquainted in that vicinity.”15


Without some external force to prompt him, Lieutenant Grant was too shy to openly express his growing affection for Julia. It took a far-reaching series of military, political, and diplomatic events to induce him to unburden himself in her presence. The initial act was a controversial proposal to grant statehood to the Republic of Texas, which had received its independence from Mexico only seven years earlier. At that time, Texas officials had sought annexation to the United States, but antislavery interests in Congress had prevented the measure from being adopted. By late in 1843, however, President John Tyler, fearing that foreign powers, especially Great Britain, had designs on the republic, proposed annexation. Even as Ulysses Grant was accompanying Julia Dent on horseback outings, the Congress was again agitating the Texas issue. In June of that year, the United States Senate would reject Tyler’s proposal. Still, it was by no means certain that annexation was a dead letter. In fact, it would become a major issue in the next presidential campaign.


Mexican sensibilities having been inflamed by Tyler’s obvious intentions, the War Department thought it politic to station troops close to the disputed region should violence, and perhaps war, break out there. On April 20, 1844, the 3rd Infantry was ordered from Jefferson Barracks to Fort Jesup, twenty miles east of the Texas border, the soon-to-be-designated headquarters of Brevet Brigadier General (later Major General) Zachary Taylor’s “Corps of Observation.” Rumor had it that Grant’s regiment would soon join its sister outfit at that frontier outpost. From there, perhaps, it would move even closer to the Texas line.16


The sudden prospect of being sent far from Julia Dent rocked Grant’s peace of mind. He had just obtained a twenty-day leave of absence to visit his family in Ohio. Before he left, he returned to White Haven to bid his beloved goodbye. On this occasion he screwed up enough courage to ask her to wear his West Point ring. The gesture took Julia aback; she recalled his telling her that should he ever offer that trinket to a lady it would be in the form of an engagement ring. She declined, telling him, “Mamma would not approve of my accepting a gift from a gentleman.” “Rather put out” by her refusal, Grant soon took his leave. Before going, however, he asked whether she would think of him while he was away. She said she would, but “never for a moment” did she think of him as a prospective lover. “I was very happy when he was near, but that was all.” Yet no sooner had he ridden off than she realized how lonely she felt in his absence.17


Just after Grant left Jefferson Barracks for the steamboat journey to Ohio, rumor became fact, the 4th Infantry being ordered to pack up and head south. A messenger with an order canceling Grant’s leave failed to catch him. Not until he reached Bethel did he learn of his regiment’s movement, and then only via a letter from a fellow officer–he never received official word of the transfer. At his comrade’s suggestion, Grant did not cut short his furlough; but at the end of twenty days, he reported back at Jefferson Barracks. The post adjutant, Lieutenant Richard Stoddert Ewell, a “much esteemed” member of the 1st Dragoons who years later became a prominent Confederate, prepared papers authorizing Grant to join his regiment in Louisiana. At the latter’s request, Ewell agreed to withhold the order until Grant could complete another visit to White Haven. This appears to have been the real reason he had chosen to return to Missouri instead of going directly from Ohio to Louisiana.18


After procuring a horse, he started out for the Dent farmstead. En route he had to cross the bridgeless and rain-swollen Gravois Creek, which he encountered at one of its least fordable points. He could have turned back and scouted for a better crossing, but a life-long superstition prevented this. Over the years, whenever he had gotten lost en route to an unfamiliar destination, he refused to turn back but forced himself to keep going until he found his way from another direction. On the present occasion, therefore, he followed his usual method: “I struck into the stream, and in an instant the horse was swimming and I being carried down by the current.” Perhaps memories of his near-drowning as a boy flashed through his mind. In this instance, his horse found its footing and carried its rider to the far bank, wet but safe.19


When he arrived at White Haven, the doorman ushered him inside. Minutes later, Julia hurried down from her bedroom to greet him. She was startled but not surprised to find him wearing a suit of her brother John’s clothes in place of his creek-soaked attire. One of her sisters had already informed their visitor that Julia had dreamed he would return unannounced, clad in civilian attire, and speaking the same words he had just uttered. Unimpressed by Julia’s presentiment but pleased to learn that he had worked his way into her unconsciousness, he spent several happy days at her home. On one, he accompanied her to St. Louis, where she served as bridesmaid at a schoolmate’s wedding. Perhaps inspired by the happy occasion, on the way back to White Haven he made an unambiguous statement of his feelings for her, a declaration that life without her would be “insupportable.” Again, Julia played coy: “I simply told him I thought it would be charming to be engaged, but to be married–no! I would rather be engaged.”20


Again disappointed by a lukewarm response to a heartfelt gesture, Grant had to settle for presenting her with his class ring to formalize their courtship. They filled the rest of his time at White Haven with long rides and quiet walks, during which he tried to persuade her to commit herself to a life with him. Although she seemed to warm to the prospect, she begged him not to say anything to her father: “He consented to this simply on account of shyness, he acknowledged to me.” Then, too soon, it was time for him to go, and the lovers parted, not to see each other for more than a year.21
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Jesse Grant’s passionate interest in national affairs notwithstanding, his oldest son was no political animal. Even so, during his years at the Military Academy Sam Grant had formed some fairly strong opinions about how and under what conditions his country’s military should be engaged. He considered the army the backbone of national defense, but he had trouble accepting the notion that it should be used as an instrument of political policy, especially a policy that favored the interests of one class over another. Concerning Texas, he saw Tyler’s efforts at annexation as a ploy by a native Southerner to extend the reach and power of slavery. An act such as this, if consummated, would upset a sectional balance wrought by delicate compromise.


A quarter-century before the annexation issue became a subject of warm debate, efforts to bring the territories of Maine and Missouri into the Union had produced a Senate proposal that effectively drew a line between North and South. The proposal would have prohibited slavery in that part of the Louisiana Purchase north of 36’ 30” north latitude–that is, above the southern boundary of Missouri. The House of Representatives had rejected the legislation, but eventually a bargain had been sealed that enabled Missouri– much to the gratification of the Dents and their slaveholding neighbors–to enter the Union without prohibiting human property. But the proposal fixing slavery’s boundary had acquired a degree of permanence, making it appear that pro-slaveryites had changed the rules of the game to suit their purposes. The apparent violation made opponents of the institution suspicious of efforts to extend slavery into those more westerly lands yet to be organized for statehood.22


Although Grant entertained few reservations about Missouri’s sanctioning of slavery, he was uncomfortable with the thought that Texas, being below 36’ 30”, might serve as a new breeding ground for the institution and a seat of power for the “slaveocracy.” He was even more troubled by the possibility that his regiment would be forced to serve as a tool for furthering this expansion. And he was especially upset by the prospect that the unit’s presence so near a hotly disputed territory would bring on a morally indefensible war between a young and mighty America and an aged and feeble Mexico.


For months after he joined his regiment at “Camp Salubrity,” three miles from Nachitoches, Louisiana, nothing occurred to make armed conflict appear imminent. By the time of his arrival, the 4th Infantry had settled into the same static routine that had characterized its life at Jefferson Barracks. A few patrols were dispatched toward the Texas border in response to reports that civilians bent on stirring up trouble had invaded the Rio Grande country. For the most part, however, the regiment, in common with the units that preceded and followed it to Louisiana, played a waiting game that was not expected to end until the results of the coming presidential canvass became known.


It was a listless, enervating period for everyone involved. Pete Longstreet, who had preceded Grant to the Louisiana-Texas border, later recalled that his friend, who had never gambled at Jefferson Barracks, began to play poker at Camp Salubrity (a recently established outpost of Fort Jesup) solely as a means of combating boredom. “As a matter of fact,” the South Carolinian wrote, “we had nothing to do down there in camp, except to watch for the mail and when it rained, time was excessively heavy. We used to play all day at penny-ante.”23


Poker may have helped Grant kill time, but watching the mail became his primary interest. Within a day of reaching Nachitoches he was writing to family, friends, and the teenager he loved. On June 4, he informed Julia of his safe arrival at his new post, a journey made bearable by “the most pleasing recollections of the short leave of absence” he had spent at White Haven. He gave a detailed account of the trip; described the primitive country, which he found surrounded by forests and infested with “Ticks, Red bugs, and a little creeping thing looking like a Lizard” that he didn’t know the name of; and expressed his regret at having to leave St. Louis so suddenly: “I was just learning how to enjoy the place and the Society, at least a part of it.” He closed by inserting several blank lines, explaining that if his correspondent interpreted them correctly, “they will express more than words.”24


During the next ten months, while the 4th Infantry whiled away the seasons at Camp Salubrity, he wrote several times to Miss Dent, and was happy to receive letters in return–hers were always fewer than his, which made their receipt a true occasion. Over time, their expressions of regard for each other grew more ardent, Julia admitting that she dreamed more frequently than ever of her absent lieutenant, Grant expressing an ever more desperate longing to see her again. By January 1845, enough terms of endearment had been exchanged that he could write: “Why should I use to you here the language of flattery, Julia, when we have spoken so much more plainly of our feeling for each other?”25


Soon after he wrote, agitation in Washington and Mexico City rose to new heights over the Texas question, although it did not immediately affect the situation along the Texas border. At the end of February 1845, Congress reversed its former course by heeding the mandate given Tyler’s recently elected but yet-to-be-inaugurated successor, James K. Polk, to annex the contentious republic. On March 3, two days after the House supported the Senate’s actions, Tyler signed a resolution granting Texas statehood. Polk, almost as soon as he occupied the Executive Mansion, took steps to have the legislation put into effect, then turned his attention to the equally daunting task of acquiring for his nation the provinces of California and New Mexico.


Not unnaturally, the Mexican government considered the actions of Tyler, Polk, and the Congress as acts of aggression. On June 4, President Jose Joaquin de Herrera repeated his country’s oft-expressed intention to keep Texas from joining the American Union by all means possible. The Polk administration refused to be cowed; on June 29, General Taylor was ordered to occupy northwestern Texas with his three thousand troops. Taylor prepared to move to his initial destination, Corpus Christi, by sending his infantry in transports from New Orleans and his cavalry via overland march from Fort Jesup.26


Lieutenant Grant was on hand to make the movement with his regiment, but just barely–an interlude up north almost cost him the opportunity. On April 1, he obtained five weeks’ leave of absence and made a mad dash for St. Louis, White Haven, and the girl he had pined for over the past ten months. He arrived at the Dent household only one day before Colonel Dent set out for his native Maryland, there to settle some legal business involving the family. When Julia spied her favorite lieutenant galloping up to the front gate on a dapple gray horse, she tore herself away from the neighbors and friends who had gathered to bid her father Godspeed. She expected her beau to kiss her warmly; after briefly touching her hand, the shy visitor “passed on to greet the company, many of whom he knew.” When at last they were alone, Ulysses informed her that the following morning he intended to accompany Mr. Dent to his point of departure in St. Louis and there ask him a “most important question.” Julia, who had become happily reconciled to their marriage, was thrilled to hear that he had finally found the courage to ask her father’s consent.27


In his memoirs, Grant recalled that on this trip he “secured the desired approval.” Julia, however, insisted that when Grant broached the subject of their betrothal and marriage, her father raised objections, chief among them “the roving life [she] would have to lead as a soldier’s wife,” for which he considered his daughter “entirely unfitted.” In fact, Colonel Dent had no intention of loosening his paternal bonds on Julia, especially by entrusting her to a lowly officer of Northern birth and sensibilities.28


According to Julia, Grant suggested to her father the possibility of his leaving the army to become a college instructor. This seems unlikely, for no such position was then available, and he had no firm intention of teaching anywhere except his alma mater. Even that prospect appeared remote. Although his mathematics instructor at the Academy had promised to recommend him for an assistant’s position, the effort had been derailed by his posting to Louisiana. If indeed he made such a proposal to Julia’s father, it did not soften the old man’s position. He advised the lieutenant “to stick to his profession”; and although he professed to have no personal objection to Grant, he repeated his desire that his daughter not experience a knockabout, transient life with a husband lacking fair prospect of promotion and decent pay. The only sop the colonel gave Julia’s suitor was permission to continue his correspondence with his beloved.29


Grant had to be content with this meager gesture. He was consoled by his awareness that the colonel’s wife considered him capable of great things and therefore favored his suit. Like her daughter, Mrs. Dent awoke to portentous dreams. In one of these, Grant appeared in the guise of a great man–a president or potentate of some sort–before whom everyone bowed and offered obeisance. Perhaps Julia’s mother, fortified by this powerful vision, could duplicate the success of Grant’s maternal grandmother, who had persuaded Hannah Simpson’s father to accept as a son-in-law a man he considered unworthy of his daughter’s hand.30




[image: i_Image3]




Grant returned to Camp Salubrity during the first week of May 1845. At once he wrote to Julia asking whether her father had commented on their recent heart-to-heart and calling his visit to White Haven “the most pleasant part” of his life: “In fact it seems more like a pleasant dream than reality.” He expected soon to be moving down the Mississippi to New Orleans, but the transfer was delayed by the deliberate manner in which Texas officials responded to the offer of statehood made by Congress. Not until early July did a convention of elected delegates officially accept annexation and reject the Mexican government’s counterproposal of full independence for Texas. In October, the convention’s action would be ratified by popular vote, and two days before year’s end Texas would enter the Union as the twenty-eighth state.31
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