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  Context


  Hiram Ulysses Grant, later Ulysses S. Grant, was born into a quickly changing world. America was constantly marching westward, first to Ohio, then Illinois, then the Plains, the Rockies, and the West Coast. Manifest destiny was the rule of the land.


  Over the entire country, the issue of slavery loomed large. Politicians were constantly balancing the needs of the slave states against those of the free states. Two years before Grant was born, the Compromise of 1820 had admitted Missouri into the Union as a slave state. It also stated that slavery would not be allowed in any state formed north of Missouri's southern border–which worked as a fine solution until the Mexican War brought even more territory into the country. Therefore, in 1850, when California–which straddled the arbitrary line that defined slave and free–asked to enter the Union, another debate ensued. Finally, the Compromise of 1850 allowed California to enter as a free state and determined that the other territories gained during the war could choose whether to enter as free or slave. Next, the Kansas- Nebraska Act extended the 1850 compromise to all the territories, setting off a bloody battle to determine the status of Kansas as slave or free.


  None of the changes and compromises made much difference in the larger debate, as the agrarian slave-holding South continued to feel alienated by the industrialized free North. The final straw came in November 1860, when abolitionist-leaning Abraham Lincoln was elected the sixteenth President. Secession of the Southern states became the talk of the nation.


  On December 20, 1860, South Carolina was the first state to secede from the Union. Other states followed within a few months. Then, when a dispute over ownership of the fort in Charleston harbor exploded in April 1861, the Confederate States of America declared war on the United States of America. More states seceded from the Union and the battles lines were drawn: Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, Florida, Alabama, Tennessee, Mississippi, Louisiana, Arkansas, and Texas to the South and the other twenty-three states to the North.


  For the next four years, brother fought brother and father fought son, especially in the bitterly divided border states. The Southern generals, particularly Robert E. Lee, Simon B. Buckner, and James Longstreet among many others, quickly proved themselves far more capable than their Northern counterparts. In fact, though the North vastly outnumbered the South in terms of troops and resources, the early years of the war belonged to the South. The North shifted from general to general in search of a solid leader, and Grant finally proved himself the man.


  Upon taking command of the Union troops, Grant began to heavily exploit the Northern advantage in resources, turning the war into a bloody but effective battle of attrition. Grant thereby reinvigorated the Northern war effort and saw it through to its finish. Meanwhile, on January 1, 1863, Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation, freeing the four million slaves still held in the South and radically reshaping the war from one of Union to one of freedom and liberation. It took two more years before Lee surrendered to Grant at Appomattox in Virginia. The American Civil War was finally over, but it had claimed 600,000 lives–more than in all other American wars combined.


  Upon Lincoln's assassination in 1865 soon after the war ended, the next President, Andrew Johnson, began a program of Reconstruction that pleased no one. Johnson stationed federal troops in the South, and Congress passed three amendments to the Constitution: the Thirteenth Amendment abolished slavery in the entirety of the United States, the Fourteenth Amendment granted due process and equal protection to all citizens, and the Fifteenth Amendment gave everyman the right to vote regardless of his "race, color, or previous condition of servitude."


  The time in which Grant became President was between two eras, marking the end of Reconstruction and the beginning of the Gilded Age, when American business excesses became famous and the transcontinental railroad linked the country coast to coast. Grant's administration became permanently linked to the horrible corruption and cheating that marked American politics of the day, and ultimately inspired reform under Presidents Rutherford B. Hayes and James A. Garfield.


  Plot Overview


  When Hiram Ulysses Grant was born, his home state of Ohio was the "far West." Soon after Grant's birth, his father, Jesse R. Grant, moved the family to nearby Georgetown, where he opened a tannery. Growing up, Grant found that he hated the tannery business, but also found that he had a unique ability to work with horses. He eventually did all of the family's training of horses.


  One episode from Grant's youth, though, demonstrated a lack of business knowledge that would plague his ventures for the rest of his life. Grant wanted to buy a colt from a neighbor. His father allowed Grant to bargain with the neighbor, so Grant approached the colt's owner and said, "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, I am to give you twenty- five." Not surprisingly, Grant paid the full price for the colt. Whatever else Grant may have become in his life, he should never have entered the business world.


  Luckily, Grant did find a good outlet for his energy at West Point, which he entered at seventeen. A bureaucratic mistake changed his name to Ulysses S. Grant–something Grant never bothered to correct, as he had had never liked the initials H.U.G. very much. At West Point Grant remained solidly mediocre at every task except for equestrian skills, where he excelled. Soon after he graduated and arrived at his first posting in St. Louis, he began courting Julia Dent–the relatively wealthy daughter of a slave-owning farmer.


  The Mexican War intervened, however, and Grant saw his first combat during a deployment under General Zachary Taylor near Matamoros, Mexico. Though only a quartermaster, Grant did see some action under General Winfield Scott during the attack on Mexico City–and even played a small notable role in the attack, helping to capture a church belfry and directing cannon fire from there.


  After the war, Grant returned to St. Louis and married Dent in 1848. Knowing his business skills were less than stellar, he decided to stay in the peacetime Army. He and Julia spent several mostly happy years in Sackets Harbor, New York, and Detroit, and Julia bore him his first child. However, a two-year posting to California and the resulting separation from his family caused Grant to reconsider the Army life. When multiple business ventures failed–sinking any hope of bringing his family West to join him–and Grant took stock of the miserable life he led at the isolated Fort Humboldt, he chose to resign the Army and begin a new life.


  Returning to St. Louis and after resurrecting his marriage, Grant tried his hand at farming and built his family a massive house called Hardscrabble on his father-in-law's farm. However, even with his in-laws' help and loans of money and slaves, Grant could not make the farm work, and was reduced to selling firewood on the street corner in St. Louis. In 1857 Grant had to pawn his pocket watch to buy Christmas presents for his family. He even briefly became a rent collector. Eventually, in 1859, he admitted failure and headed for home with his family.


  Grant's father offered him a place in the family store in Galena, Illinois, where he worked morosely until war clouds again began to gather with the presidential Election of Abraham Lincoln in 1860. When Lincoln called for 75,000 volunteers, Grant offered his services as an ex-Army officer. He first served as colonel of an Illinois regiment before being appointed Brigadier General Grant.


  In the early part of the Civil War, the North had few successes–and several of the major ones belonged to Grant. He successfully attacked two crucial Confederate forts, Fort Donelson and Fort Henry, and his demands at both locations for "unconditional surrender" earned him the nickname "Unconditional Surrender Grant." As Confederate General Robert E. Lee battled an ever-changing succession of Union generals in Virginia, Grant moved his army south towards Mississippi, but was temporarily halted by the disastrous near-rout at Shiloh.


  The North wanted to cut the Confederacy in half at the Mississippi River, and only the fortress city of Vicksburg blocked their move. After a bloody battle outside the city, Grant settled in for a siege. On July 3, 1863, the Confederate commander asked for terms of surrender; Grant issued his trademark reply: "unconditional surrender." The surrender of the city, coming at the same time as the decisive battle of Gettysburg in Pennsylvania, helped turn the tide of the war against the Confederacy and made Grant a household name. Although critics questioned Grant's relentless pursuit of the enemy at any cost, Lincoln said, "I cannot spare this man, he fights."


  Grant became commander of all the Union armies and soon set about a grueling campaign to wear down the Confederates. After years of skirmishes and minor engagements in Virginia, he began a yearlong battle that would exhaust the Confederacy. Grant sent General William T. Sherman tearing through Georgia, while himself fighting continuously against Lee at the Wilderness, Spotsylvania Court House, Cold Harbor and finally at the siege of Petersburg. The battles exacted a terrible cost in lives, but clearly succeeded in wearing the Confederate forces down. In the spring of 1865, Lee abandoned Petersburg and then Richmond before finally surrendering near Appomattox.
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