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  Context


  Born at the peak of Jacksonian America, James Garfield witnessed one of the most turbulent periods in American history, living through the expansionist boom of Manifest Destiny and the Mexican War, the Civil War, Reconstruction and the onset of the Gilded Age.


  Garfield was born in Ohio, although at the time the state was still an unsettled area known as the Western Reserve. As Garfield grew up, however, the American frontier moved past Ohio and Illinois, and all the way toward California. By the end of the presidency of James K. Polk, the boundaries of the United States had largely been drawn. Oregon had been negotiated away from the British, Texas had won its independence from Mexico and joined the United States, and California and New Mexico had been purchased. The California Gold Rush of 1848 encouraged a sense of adventure and excitement as the country grew by leaps and bounds.


  All this growth, however, came at the same time that slavery and talk of its expansion became an increasingly controversial issue. The northern states had industrialized, ending the need for slaves and helping to boost the growing abolitionist movement in northern cities. The south, on the other hand, had remained largely agrarian and needed its slaves. The invention of the cotton gin made cheap, reliable labor that much more important. As additional territories asked to join the states, the decision over which would be free states and which would be slave-holding led to increasingly violent debates both inside and outside the government.


  The issue of slavery came to a head in 1860 with the election of Abraham Lincoln. As South Carolina and other slave states seceded from the Union, both sides prepared for war, but neither side expected the four years of brutal and hellish conflict that ensued. The fighting, which was of a scale never before seen on American soil, took hundreds and thousands of lives. The period of Reconstruction was made worse by the assassination of Lincoln and by the harsh policies of his successor, Andrew Johnson. Military governments seized control of the former confederate states, which in turn passed vindictive "Jim Crow" laws that put the freed slaves in a worse position than they had been in under slavery. The legacy of Reconstruction could still be felt when Garfield came to power fifteen years later.


  Garfield rose in politics amid growing discontent with the corruption and graft inherent in nineteenth-century politics. Political machines like New York's Tammany Hall ran elections and controlled thousands of jobs under the spoils system. Garfield realized the need for competent government workers and strived to achieve civil service reform–something that only happened with his death. Garfield died in 1881, just as the United States prepared to take its place on the world stage. What had recently been a frontier nation struggling to survive at his birth was well on its way to becoming a world power when he died.


  Summary


  James Abram Garfield was born on November 19, 1831 near Cleveland, Ohio. Left fatherless at age two, Garfield received little schooling before the age of seventeen. While working on a canal boat, however, he fell sick and the experience encouraged him to pursue an education.


  For the next decade of his life Garfield vigorously pursued a liberal arts education, mastering a number of subjects at the Western Reserve Eclectic Institute, where he had enrolled after converting to the church of the Disciples. Now deeply religious, Garfield took up preaching before enrolling in Williams College to gain an advanced degree. After graduating as only one of six students in his class to receive honors, Garfield returned to the Institute in Hiram, Ohio where he quickly became principal. Later, Garfield returned to get a masters degree from Williams to further increase his knowledge.


  In 1858, Garfield married Lucretia Randolph and over the next two decades, they had seven children, two of whom died in infancy. Garfield would prove to be a kind but strict father, and he brought his family to Washington with him as a congressman during legislative sessions.


  As the Civil War neared, Garfield gained an interest in politics, and in 1859 he was elected to the state senate in Ohio as a Republican. Garfield began to study law and was admitted to the bar shortly before the war began. When the Civil War began, Garfield was appointed a lieutenant-colonel of the volunteer infantry and, even though he had no military training, trained his men so thoroughly that he was quickly promoted to command an entire brigade of three thousand men. Garfield proved a master soldier. He led the brigade as it forced a Confederate army out of eastern Kentucky and earned the Union one of its few major victories in the first half of the war. Garfield was later promoted to major-general after he helped prevent the rout of a Union and served as chief of staff for William S. Rosecrans before Abraham Lincoln asked him to serve in Congress.


  Garfield served in Congress from 1863 until he was elected president in 1880 and he became one of the House's most effective congressmen. He worked hard, argued persuasively, and from 1871 to 1875 he was chairman of the committee on appropriations. Garfield focused much of his work on fiscal policy and "hard money." He helped treasury secretaries lower the interest on the post-war debt and fought for protectionist tariffs that became a cornerstone of the Republican campaign. In 1876, Garfield's leadership in the House helped usher Rutherford B. Hayes into the presidency after the controversial election of 1876, where Hayes won the electoral college by a single vote.

OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml




CONTENTS



		SparkNotes Guide to James Garfield



		Title Page



		Context



		Summary



		Important Terms and People



		Summary and Analysis		Section One: The Log Cabin



		Section two: Schooling



		Section three: College Teaching



		Section four: Politics



		Section five: Civil War



		Section six: Congress



		Section seven: Hayes



		Section eight: The Senate



		Section nine: The Gentleman from Ohio



		Section Ten: The Presidency









		Study Guide



		Review & Resources











Navigation





		Cover



		Table of Contents











OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
sparrnotes

When your books and teachers don’t make sense, we do.





