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GRANT MANUSCRIPT FOUND IN CLEMENS HOME


Workmen Discover Unknown First Draft of Best-Selling 19th Century Memoir



HARTFORD, Dec. 14 — Workmen renovating the home of Samuel Clemens (Mark Twain) have discovered a manuscript historians now claim is the previously unknown first draft of the memoirs of President and victorious Civil War General Ulysses S. Grant, along with a note from Clemens to Grant, coincidentally dated the day of Grant’s death, citing the sensational nature of many of Grant’s claims and urging him to destroy the draft.


“It’s a shocking text,” said Mr. Filbert Manchew, the President of the Hartford Historical Society, who played a major role in authenticating the draft. “Grant’s first draft gives us not only a different view of Grant himself, but of most of America’s political history throughout the nineteenth century. In his final days, the greatest figure of that period decided to come clean and tell the truth.”

Grant’s memoirs are widely regarded as a high point in historical narrative. They were a posthumous best-seller of epic proportions, written by the terminally ill military hero and failed President in order to provide an estate for his wife. But this first draft differs substantially from the published one in many respects.

Sources familiar with the draft say that Grant makes a variety of disturbing revelations regarding, among other topics, his use of psychotropic drugs in the Mexican War, Robert E. Lee’s character, his impressions of Abraham and Mary Lincoln, and his relationship with the Vanderbilt family. While flattering to such contemporaries as William T. Sherman, Philip H. Sheridan, and E. O. C. Ord, he is sometimes brutally dismissive of such figures as George H. Thomas, William S. Rosecrans, Don Carlos Buell, Ambrose E. Burnside, Henry W. Halleck, and George B. McClellan.

Most controversially, Grant claims to have been an imposter who usurped the “true” Grant’s identity only to be confronted with the “real” Grant later in life.

The Clemens and Grant estates are now in negotiations to determine who has legal title to the manuscript.





 

 




INTRODUCTION BY THE AUTHOR,
ULYSSES S. GRANT,
GENERAL OF THE ARMY
AND EIGHTEENTH PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA





TO BEGIN WITH, I’m dying.


I first had trouble swallowing a year ago. Now the lump I couldn’t swallow is swallowing me. When it was the size of a pea, I sought out my doctor, who sent me to a prestigious fellow proficient in excising pea-sized lumps. By the time that fellow returned from vacation, my pea was the size of an almond, which was larger than his proficiency. Instead, he referred me to a renowned practitioner in New York, who was away in Paris practicing, but who would see me when he returned. By the time he did, my almond was the size of a walnut.

And so a race ensued between the size of the lump in my throat and the stature of the doctors who were unavailable to treat it. In the end, the lump won. Sometimes I think it would be poetic justice if I sought out Dr. Frederick Saveshammer, who already had once saved the life of Ulysses Grant some twenty years before at Shiloh, even if neither he nor Ulysses Grant realized it at the time.

My doctor calls my lump “epithelial in character,” apparently the learned term for what you get when you smoke twenty cigars a day for twenty years. I didn’t smoke cigars until the capture of Fort Donelson, when a newspaperman (which, as my volatile friend Sherman used to say, is another word for “traitor”) took a picture of me, cigar in hand. It wasn’t even lit. But it was the first victory of the Civil War, and when people saw the picture, they started sending me cigars, boxes and barrels of them. It would have been wasteful not to smoke the ones I couldn’t give away, so I did.


In the end, it was the same old story. My fame killed me.


There’s nothing new in that. Every famous person is killed by his fame, one way or another, sooner or later. Look at Lincoln. He was God’s Own Yokel, all ears and knuckles and Adam’s apple. I remember when he came to visit me at City Point in ’64. We were encamped on the James River, laying siege to Petersburg and Richmond. He came off the boat wearing that stovepipe hat of his—at sixty-seven inches, I couldn’t have picked a penny off the top of it, not if I’d jumped like a trained monkey.


I thought the wily old goat would live forever. He floated through every public moment, uttering his righteous visions of humanity, and then, in private, would laugh and drawl like the true cracker-barrel sit-about he was. He’s dead now, killed by his own fame, although Fate certainly had a helping hand that night. If he’d have stayed home in Illinois and lawyered, he’d have died a rich old man in his own bed. But, like he once told me, once those President grubs start burrowing, they can’t be driven out.


Or Lee, the soul of genteel nobility, that sanctimonious little mama’s boy. He was the only fellow ever to graduate West Point without a single bad conduct mark. I had 290, a normal lad’s share of them, and I was a choirboy compared to Sherman or, for that matter, that lightning-struck farm boy “Stonewall” Jackson, this long before he, too, turned on his country, the dog.


Well, I whipped Lee’s hind end like a mule’s regardless of what a good boy he was. I shook his hand properly at Appomattox, and they still talk about how magnanimous I was in victory. Why shouldn’t I have been magnanimous? I couldn’t have punished him any more than he punished himself. Lee was so distraught after he got beat that he moped and fussed and died of a broken heart only five years later. They tell me he was still fighting the war on his deathbed, calling to A. P. Hill to bring his line up. But no matter how often he did, I kept on whipping him. It was more than his overburdened heart could take.

Lincoln, Lee, Jackson, Zach Taylor, my man Rawlins, all of them—I’ll be joining them soon. But rather than dying quietly and privately, the way even the simplest man with something epithelial gets to die, I’m dying in public view, here in this book, a spectacle. I’m dying this way because I’m broke, busted, just as I always was. My father always said I had no business sense. Even when I was saving the Union, the old jackal probably wished I was a proper merchant instead.

Sad to say, he was right. I never did have a head for business. I lost money in Galena, in Sacket’s Harbor, in Alaska, in St. Louis, in Vancouver, in California, on Wall Street—everywhere somebody else was making money, they were making it off me. This book is the only business venture I’ve ever devised where my downside is covered: I can’t lose money as I write. All I can lose is time. But then again, I’m running out of that, too.

Everybody I ever knew saw me as their chance to get something. My Cabinet was a pack of rascals. My brother-in-law duped me into helping him corner the gold market. My father followed my army south to profiteer cotton. Even Mrs. Grant wanted me to run for President a third time simply to get the house back. And when I was stripped of every dime I had, when I had to go to William Vanderbilt, hat in hand, to bail out my good name, he told me the terrible truth—that he had used me, too, used me to send hundreds of thousands of men to die for cheap labor and cotton.

Cheap labor and cotton. That’s what they wanted and that’s what they got.

I’ve been a failure, a hero, and a chump. I’ve seen our nation cleaved in two and bound together again. I’ve seen men die for nothing and for everything. I’ve been flat broke and I’ve toured the world as a king. And what I propose to do in this final hour is to tell the truth—what really happened and who I really am. Let this be my deathbed confession to history—the whole truth and nothing but—with you, the Reader, as my witness.

May God, if my mother was right and He exists, have mercy on me, as He will, I pray, dear Reader, have on you.
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ORIGINS OF THE GRANTS IN AMERICA—MY EARLY CHILDHOOD—AN INCIDENT INVOLVING USEFUL GRANT—AN ACCIDENT BEFALLS THE OTHER GRANTS—OFF TO WEST POINT





MY UPBRINGING WOULD HAVE BEEN that of any other Ohio frontier boy in the 1820s and ’30s, were it not for the fact there were two families named Grant in Georgetown, the town in which I was raised. That there were two such families changed both my life and history itself, forever.



My own family is American and has been for generations, in all its branches, direct and collateral. My fifth great-grandfather, Matthew Grant, came from England in 1630. He was established and prosperous, but not so established and prosperous that he didn’t put his wife and everything he owned on a cramped little boat to cross the ocean and take a chance on getting killed by Indians. He settled in Windsor, Connecticut, where he became the town clerk and surveyor. As such, he adjudicated who was entitled to steal what, a position of considerable importance then as it is now. The Grants continued unexceptionally in America until Matthew’s great-great-grandson, my great-grandfather, Noah Grant, was born. As was mine, Noah’s life was undistinguished until touched by war. He teamed up with the famous patriot Israel Putnam in the 1750s to harass the French and Indians in the war so named. His bravery was rewarded by the Connecticut legislature with a considerable sum of money, which was of great consolation to Noah’s widow when he was killed in battle only a few months later.



Now fatherless, my grandfather, also Noah, was as miserable a creature as was ever placed on this earth. After the Revolution, he claimed to take up arms at Lexington and Concord, and rued the fact the war had “spoiled” him. If the war spoiled him, it was only because all the other men had gone to fight it, leaving so much room at the tavern that Noah’s access to libation was unimpeded. He chose to pursue a career in life as a drunken farmer. He failed only as a farmer. After a stint in debtor’s prison, he sold all of the land he owned—and probably some he didn’t—and, in 1790, moved to Pennsylvania, where he married. My father, Jesse Root Grant, was born there in 1794, the first of five children.



Noah soon outstayed his welcome in Pennsylvania and moved to Deerfield, Ohio. But when my grandmother died there in 1805, he found that raising their children interfered with his drinking. Noah’s progeny were shipped off to various places and he continued west, where he died a common drunk.


There are people who say I’ll die an uncommon one.

My father was pawned off on an older half-brother, who had a tannery in Kentucky. After five years, he moved across the river to Ohio. There he apprenticed as a tanner for a God-fearing farmer named Orvil Brown, who ran a station on what would one day be called the Underground Railroad, with the help of his son John. We would hear more from that corner later.


My father left the Brown house in 1818 and moved to Ravenna, Ohio, where he opened a tannery of his own. He began making money in ample quantities. There he learned of a farming family from Pennsylvania that had moved nearby, and went calling upon them to look for marriageable prospects. The Simpson family had a daughter named Hannah who fit the bill. She was plain and hard in both her features and attitude; quiet, disciplined, a devout Methodist, and, at twenty-three, an old maid. She had a pebble for a heart and a belief that God had a plan in which man played a passive role at best.



My father was uninterested in affection—having received none, he was unfamiliar with it. Instead, he wanted a wife who shared his approach—all business. He now had found one. As for my mother, the fact that Jesse Grant rode a horse out to her father’s farm to find her was proof enough he was the man God intended for her—she was all business as well, even if her business was the Lord. Grandfather Simpson didn’t take to my father at first, but he soon mastered the algebra of my father’s burgeoning tannery bank balance and relented. My parents were married in 1821, moved to the town of Georgetown, and ten respectable months later my mother bore me into the world. I was born Hiram Ulysses Grant—my real name, though that is not how I came to be known—on April 27, 1822, the first of six children. My consumptive brother Simpson followed two years later, then my sister Clara, and then Jennie, who escaped her spinsterhood in 1869 only to trigger the near-downfall of capitalism. My conniving brother Orvil was then born twelve years junior to me, and finally little Mary Frances.



The second Grant family in Georgetown, Ohio—as I mentioned, there were two—was that of Mr. Llemmuel Grant and was not related to ours. In fact, it was not really named Grant. Llemmuel Grant’s family’s ancestral settler in the U.S. was Velliard Grande, a French reformist who escaped the Huguenot Massacre of 1604, fled to Holland, and crossed over to the New World with Peter Minuit in 1622, where he took the Dutch name Voorhees Grynt.



Voorhees Grynt grew in stature within New Amsterdam until the English defeated the Dutch in 1664 and renamed it New York. Voorhees Grynt was by then well into his seventies and had no appetite for political intrigues. So he approached the English and told them he was not Dutch but French, and as a Reformist whose family had been executed by marauding Catholics, he held a natural affinity for the English. He then made clear his willingness to help finance the new colonial government. Some combination of these statements so impressed the English that they allowed him to maintain his position and standing under their administration. Voorhees Grynt thereupon changed his name to Valiant Grant, which was not a difficult transition since Voorhees Grynt was not his name to begin with, and the other Grant family was now established in America.


Noah Grant cowered before the Revolution; Valiant Grant prospered mightily while waiting it out to determine which side would win. When Cornwallis was beaten at Yorktown, Valiant Grant’s family became ardent revolutionists and committed their resources to the new nation by lending it money at a handsome profit.

Valiant Grant’s descendants rode the westward expansion to Ohio. There Llemmuel was born and used his family’s means to found the Southern Ohio Bank of the United States, which was really the Southern Ohio Bank of Llemmuel Grant.


As founder and principal stockholder of the bank, he elected himself president.

As president of the bank, he created the town of Georgetown and took for himself the position of mayor.

As mayor, he determined the town needed a magistrate and appointed himself.

And so he came to be known in our town as Judge Mayor Grant.

Judge Mayor Grant and my father disliked each other with a passion. If one could have bought the rights to the use of their common name for cash, he’d have done it. Judge Mayor Grant’s family gave off an aroma of culture and refinement and looked down at our family, which reeked of the tannery and gave off the aroma of vats of fish oil and offal left in the sun. Judge Mayor Grant attended an Eastern university and married a handsome woman. My father had a few months of schooling, read grammar books so he could write vituperative abolitionist letters to the local newspaper, and lived under my mother’s ever-disapproving visage. But the greatest source of friction between our two families was that Judge Mayor Grant had money, and my father was intent on having money. Judge Mayor Grant’s was an “old family,” people said.

“What does it mean, to be an ‘old family’?” I asked my father.

“It means you’re lucky your father was born before you were,” my father said, snarling at the memory of his own father all the while.

My father envied Judge Mayor Grant as fervently as Judge Mayor Grant looked down upon my father. My family, as I have noted, was far from poor. My father was one of the few people in Georgetown who was not in debt to Judge Mayor Grant and his bank. He saved to build his home and develop his business and extended his own credit to the many customers who bought his hides. And he was a devout practitioner of Yankee ingenuity, which meant he saw finance, as practiced by Judge Mayor Grant, as a diversion from the august process of creating the wealth he revered. He had everything, it seemed, except the respect that came with Judge Mayor Grant’s social station.

The friction between them—Judge Mayor Grant’s disdain and my father’s envy—was endless. The two of them argued at every available opportunity at the saloon in the local hotel, the Georgetown Inn, where the town’s gentlemen would gather to see if “the Judge” and “Jesse” were going at it that evening. Amid the prosperity of the time, they frequently debated such topics as President Jackson’s banking policies, tariffs, navigation improvements, or other commercial matters. Slavery was a frequent topic as well. Judge Mayor Grant was attracted to the grand style of Southern plantation life and had no quarrel with the enslavement of the Negro. My father, once Orvil Brown’s boarder, opposed it strenuously, although even as ardent an abolitionist as he felt that if slavery had to exist, it was reasonable that it was the Negro whom it had been visited upon.

Judge Mayor Grant and his wife had but one son, born only weeks after I. His name was Ulysses S. Grant: I suspect Judge Mayor Grant picked the name to antagonize my father. The curiosity of Ulysses S. Grant and Hiram Ulysses Grant in the same town amused the people of Georgetown, particularly given the contrast between us, which became more pronounced as we grew. Ulysses Grant was articulate, while I was reticent; neat and well tailored, while I slouched and shuffled; facile and outgoing, while I was distant and withdrawn; studious, while I applied myself to school to unexceptional effect (it was only after I was repeatedly told a noun was the name of a thing that I came to believe it); and was focused and outgoing, while I was hesitant and unsure of myself in the face of my father’s lofty standards and my mother’s divine absolutes.

Given the similarities in our names, ages, and even appearances (we resembled each other to the point that I would often encounter someone hailing me at a distance, only to have them draw closer and say with disappointment, “Oh, Hiram, it’s you”), and the differences in our natures, Ulysses and I went through our childhoods as would two horses tethered to the millpole at my father’s tannery—tied to each other, but constantly going in opposite directions. Armed with his father’s stature and resources and possessed of an inherited ease and command (as well as an inherited disdain for me), Ulysses Grant was at the center of Georgetown’s circle of young people. The fact that my father was, by the standards of that time and place, a well-off businessman only seemed to make Ulysses’ attitude toward me harsher and less forgiving. My father commiserated with me about it once and told me something I regarded as important.

“Some people are like that, son,” he said, sharing the secret knowledge only a father possesses. “They know how to shake hands or cast a knowing look and by so doing achieve great wealth.” My father shook his head bitterly. “They look down at an honest man like me not just because I smell like the vats, but because I had to work to obtain what came to them without effort.”

As I sat in the tiny parlor of our house—it was a simple two-story brick affair with an interior kitchen my father had added only a few years before to celebrate his success—I found it easy to equate Judge Mayor Grant’s easy accumulation of wealth with Ulysses Grant’s effortless domination of me and the world around him. My father was right. There were some people who got what they wanted through some mysterious, subtle power, an ability to coax the world into doing their will, while the rest of us smelled of fish oil and worked hard. No matter what we gained or earned or won, it would never be enough to cross the unseen line between us and the other Grants. And, perhaps perceiving my father’s unspoken feelings, I found in Ulysses Grant’s effortless mastery and resourcefulness a mocking reflection of my own ineptitude.

But if I suffered by comparison in the world of men, I found great consolation, starting at an early age, in the world of horses. A story I was told had me, at the age of two, toddling between the hooves of one of my father’s horses, unaware that I was inviting a kicking into the next world. A passerby saw me playing this way and bolted up the two stone steps to our front door, shouting for my mother. She calmly thanked him for his concern. “Horses seem to understand the boy,” she explained, and withdrew inside the house.

My mother felt my fate was in God’s hands, which must have been large to hold all the things she consigned to them. But she was right. Horses understood me, and I them. Before I could read and write, I rode with only a bridle and set of reins. I was able to do tricks, standing on a horse’s back as it cantered through town or racing a horse through narrow trails in the wilderness.

And each moment spent on a horse was a moment not spent in my father’s tannery, which was as near to purgatory as I could imagine. Dead animals would be carted to us, breaking wind through their seized, stiff haunches. We first stripped them of their skins, then soaked their fresh hides in lime to loosen the hair and any scraps of flesh still adhering to them. The soaked skins were then laid out and the hair and flesh scraped, a repugnant task. Thus cleaned, the hides were bathed in acid, soaked in a solution of oak bark, and left to sit in vats of fish oil until they were supple enough to be rubbed and softened by hand. There was no escaping all these rude emanations—regrettably, even our house was usually downwind of them.

Is it any wonder, then, that Judge Mayor Grant and his son thought of us as stench-ridden rabble, no matter how successful? Or, for that matter, that from an early age I hoped not to be a tanner? By the time I was ten, I had my own livery business of sorts, carting people around southern Ohio and breaking rebellious horses that vexed local farmers. This left me with a pocketful of coins, enough to hire some other local youth to work in the vile tannery while allowing me to take a team of horses somewhere else instead.

When I was eight years old I coveted a colt belonging to a local farmer named Ralston. I appealed to my father to buy it—when I wasn’t using it for my livery, we could hitch it to the millpole. My father was won over by this utilitarian appeal. “Hiram,” he said thoughtfully, “it is time to teach you how to be a merchant.” I nodded, uninterested in being a merchant, but eager to get on with buying the horse. “What do you think this colt is worth?” he asked.

I quickly did some calculations. “I reckon as much as twenty-five dollars.”

“Very good.” He smiled, taking off his pinched wire-rimmed glasses and rubbing the harsh red spots they left on either side of his pointy nose. “Go to Ralston and offer him twenty dollars for the colt. If he does not accept, offer him twenty-two dollars and fifty cents. If he persists, offer him twenty-five, but not a penny more, and if he does not accept the twenty-five dollars, then thank him and take your leave. Do you understand?”

I nodded eagerly, delighted to have a strategy. In no time at all I rode to the farmer’s house, where I said to him: “Papa says I may offer you twenty dollars for the colt, but if you don’t take that, I am to offer twenty-two and a half, and if you won’t take that, offer twenty-five.”

Well, you do not have to be Commodore Vanderbilt to figure out the final price. When I returned home, I told the story to my father, who promptly whipped me with a switch.

But the story of my transaction shot through town like a winter wind, and my father arrived at the Georgetown Inn that evening to find Ralston telling it to the other village gentlemen, egged on by a jeering Judge Mayor Grant. My father smiled gamely, shrugging his shoulders and saying it was a child’s doing, but there was no stopping Judge Mayor Grant.

“A child’s doing is right, Jesse,” he roared. “And a useless child, at that! You should call him Hiram Useless Grant!”

And in the resulting explosion of laughter, it was born. I was referred to as Useless Grant from that day until I left Georgetown. Seizing upon the hilarity, the other gentlemen suggested Ulysses Grant be called Useful in contrast, and so it was done. We became Useless and Useful, so much so that my own father would ask me what Useful did in school that day, or whether I thought Useful would win the races at the Methodist picnic, in each instance oblivious to my implied Uselessness.

And that is how I grew up, as Useless Grant.

As I said, Useful Grant was the sun of Georgetown’s youthful social orbit, and I was a distant star. Judge Mayor Grant would hold the church youth day at his home, or a maypole party, and as often as not my invitation would somehow not find its way. My father would quietly seethe, and I resigned myself to the obvious: Useful was destined to be a judge mayor himself one day, while I was doomed to be a tanner.


I was sixteen the Christmas of 1838, and it was my last year at the local school. I came home one cold afternoon, the sun low in the winter sky, to see what odious work my father had planned for me, but, to my surprise, there was something else awaiting me—a note from Useful, properly addressed to Master Hiram U. Grant, asking me to attend a Christmas sleigh ride that very evening at his father’s house!


Could I have been wrong about the fellow? Probably not, I supposed, but I was overjoyed at long last to be included. I put on the clothes I wore when I could not escape being dragged to church, trying futilely to shake the fish-oil smell out of my coat before I donned it, and headed for Useful’s home after supper.

What a home it was! Set upon a fine blanket of newly fallen snow, it looked like a castle. It had a portico with majestic pillars, a parlor as large as most of our first story, and a colossal center hall as well. I entered to find Judge Mayor Grant and his wife smiling at me condescendingly as I gaped at the magnificence of their appointments—paintings, statuary, a library, all of it unique in Georgetown. A portrait of Judge Mayor Grant looked down from atop a large stone fireplace with a roaring Yule log. The town’s young people were gathered in the hall, and once a few stragglers arrived we were led out to the largest sleigh I had ever seen, hitched to a team of strong horses that I regarded with envy.

“Magnificent animals, aren’t they?” I heard somebody say, and turned to see Useful admiring them, as was I.

“Why, yes. Yes, they are,” I said.

“Well, you’re the horseman. We’re all waiting for you to hitch them up and take us away,” Useful said with a smile, patting me on the shoulder to direct me to my task.

I hesitated a moment and then smiled broadly at the realization. My new friend Useful was going to let me manage the team! I climbed onto the driver’s bench and turned to see the other boys and girls scampering gaily onto the sleigh—there must have been twenty of them, all dressed smartly and filled with excitement—and I cracked the whip, starting us out.

It was a chilly night, but it was brilliantly clear, and a bright moon shone overhead. I led the team into the snowy woods as Useful narrated. “My father owns these woods,” he said. “We imagine a town here and are putting aside capital for its development.” I trained my eyes on the path and guided the team silently through the trees. “Perhaps we can even find a new location for Useless’s tannery”—Useful laughed—“so its smell needn’t offend us any longer.” I turned again and saw Useful and his circle all asmile, sharing this humor at my expense. When their mirth subsided, Useful was reminded of his destination and sat up. “Say there, Useless,” he cried, pointing off into the woods. “Take this trail off to the right and over this hill. There’s a good spot there for finding a Christmas tree!” He smiled broadly at the admiring boys and girls surrounding him. “The Judge Mayor says we can get one as tall as our center hall—fifteen feet high!”

There were gasps of appreciation for the dimensions of this architectural marvel as I led the team onto a narrow trail among the pines and firs, enjoying the chance to run them through the drifts and ignoring the scorn of Useful’s barbs. I headed in the intended direction for about a quarter mile when Useful excitedly directed me to stop, a conifer quarry in his sights. The team pulled back and snorted in the dark, brisk cold, their moonlit breath a stream of starry smoke. I hopped down from the driver’s seat and shook the snow from a sturdy bough on which to tie the reins when I felt the pat of Useful’s hand once again.

“The driver ought to stay with the team, don’t you think? I’m sure my father will pay you adequately,” he said with hale good nature, and turned away from me to lead his retinue into the piney dark.

The realization stunned me. I had not been invited—I had been hired! I looked down sadly and was listening as Useful’s party retreated into the woods when I was startled by a voice coming from alongside me.

“Would you like some company?” the voice said, and I turned to see a girl standing there, a worn shawl over her chilled, rounded shoulders. I recognized her—she was a short, plump, but pleasant girl who was given to sitting quietly in the back of both our school and church, a habit that mirrored my own. She smiled at me and I recalled her name.

“Well, yes, Julia, I guess so,” I said with a shrug. She came over and stood next to me.

“It’s a nice night,” she said, surveying the heavens to confirm her judgment.

“I guess so.” I shrugged again and nodded dumbly.

She huddled a bit against the chill and looked off in the direction of the sounds of sawing in the woods. “Useful certainly is full of himself, isn’t he?” she said disdainfully.

“I guess so,” I said a third time, wishing my limited imagination could offer up something else.

Julia smiled and looked down until both of our attentions were summoned by the sound of a tree trunk shearing as it fell. There was the sound of cheering.

I found myself wishing they all would stay away and turned to my companion, still unsure of what to say, when she spoke up. “He ought to be nicer to you,” she declared, then added, “I think you’re nice, Useless.” I was about to say, I guess so, yet again, when what I really wanted to say suddenly occurred to me.

“My name is Hiram.”

She put a round little hand to her lips and might have blushed had not the frost already put a rose in her cheeks. “Of course it is,” she said. “Won’t you forgive me?”

I smiled for the first time and shrugged, this time more good-naturedly. “I guess so,” I said, and we shared a laugh around my awkwardness.

Julia sat next to me on the driver’s bench of the wagon as we headed back to Useful’s house, dragging the felled tree behind the sleigh. Useful narrated all the way home—about the perfect tree he cut, his father, his home, and the like. Julia and I smiled quietly at Useful’s self-absorbed prattling as we glided across the snow, when his soliloquy was suddenly interrupted by a thudding noise that forced a “Hmmph!” out of him in the back of the wagon, as if he had fallen. We turned just in time to see a second snowball hit him on the top of the head, a few inches above where a first had left a frosty imprint.

One of the girls in the wagon shrieked as a barrage of snowballs suddenly came flying toward the wagon. I turned and there were five or six boys stepping out from behind a nearby ridge on the far side of a frozen creek, their outlines crisp against the snow. They must have seen us head off into the woods and waited in ambush for our return.

“It’s those boys from Kentucky!” one of the girls in the wagon shouted.

“Go away, you ruffians!” another shouted.

“Like hell we will!” one of the offending boys shouted in return, his voice heavy with scorn. “We’re going to help ourselves”—t’ hep owselves, was how he said it—“to a piece of young Ulysses!” he said.

“Yeah!” shouted a second. “His daddy took our Pa’s farm! But you ain’t so tough, is you, Ulysses?”

“Go back to Kentucky, you common trash!” Useful shouted at them hatefully, kneeling on the floor of the sleigh. “You’re too poor to own a slave and too stupid to farm without one!”

“Oh yeah?” I heard them shout. “We’ll see who’s stupid, you little sissy!” I watched from the driver’s bench as the boys let fly at Useful and his entourage. They must have taken me for a hired hand, just as Useful did, for they spared me. They drew closer as their taunts grew in strength, laying siege to us as smartly as I would Vicksburg years later, bombarding us as mercilessly as Winfield Scott one day would Veracruz.

“This one’s for your daddy, the judge!” one of them shouted. “Puttin’ men in jail for no more’n bein’ poor!”

“An’ this one’s for your daddy, the mayor!” a second said as he let fly. “Makin’ laws that help his own bank!” There was laughter in their ranks as his missile struck Useful’s head. Useful glared back at them but then lost both his composure and balance in the face of another barrage.

“Somebody help me!” he whispered tearfully as he lay on the floor of the sleigh, dabbing at a show of blood on his scalp.

I looked at him and felt some unexpected surge of pity. I rose and shouted from the driver’s bench, “That’s enough!”

“What’re you, boy,” one of them asked, “some kind of white, up-North nigger? Why don’t you just do the drivin’ like he pays you and keep your head down!”

He had a point. But that did not give them the license they took for themselves. “You could bury him in snow and be no better for it when you were done!” I shouted back. “If his father’s robbed your fathers of their dignity, why let him rob you of yours?”

“Oh, stuff it!” one of them replied. And with that a new barrage of snowballs flew, leaving Useful huddled on the floor of the wagon and his guests cowering as if they were the new recruits who faced their first bullets at Shiloh.

“Get down, Hiram,” Julia urged from the bench next to me, but I would not. I looked down at Useful, who now lay curled on the floor of the sleigh behind me.

“Help me!” he cried through fearful tears. “Help me, Useless!”

I ducked a missile that now came my way and resolved to act. I grabbed the reins, the missiles flying around me, and sparked the team’s rumps with my whip. The team strained forward against the inert weight of the sled as I prodded them, the runners ground against the snow for an instant, and then we were off. There was some cheering mixed with tongue-clucking in the sleigh as the marauders watched us pull away. I kept my head low and my whip to the lead’s rump until we were some ways ahead, then reined them back to a trot.

Useful lay in the center of the sleigh, cradled all around by the other boys and girls like an infant Jesus in the manger. He hazarded raising himself to one elbow and peered over his shoulder to see if the danger was truly passed. Once satisfied, he rose slowly and made his way to the front of the sleigh.

“Thank you, Hiram,” he said quietly, the look of fear only beginning to leave him.


“You’re welcome,” I said, barely above a whisper, and I looked back, expecting to see his hand extended toward me.

But there was none. Instead, he had already turned to the knot of now-hushed merrymakers in the sleigh. “Well, no one but the best driver for us!” he crowed, whereupon a boy in the back started into “God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen” and the silent night around us suddenly rang with song.

I felt Julia’s hand on my arm as I gave the whip a brief snap. The lights of Judge Mayor Grant’s house glimmered up ahead.

• • •

Useful seemed to tolerate me a bit after that. And in the months that followed, I developed for this girl the feeling that passes for affection in a boy of such an age. She was fleshy like a ripe summer fruit, and her features plain, but she was attentive and soft-spoken, and expected only my own quiet attentiveness in return. We had done no more than some parlor hand-holding, of course, but my ardor for her burned steadily and I began to contemplate marriage so as to consummate our devotion.

Her father objected. He was a farmer, and not too prosperous, and I thought my father’s growing affluence would win him over. But he considered my father argumentative and mean-spirited—not without reason, of course—and my own reputation as a lad destined to accomplish little probably led him to think me an unsuitable suitor for his daughter.


The end of our formal schooling came in the spring of 1839. I had just turned seventeen. My father expected me to enter his tannery business, but my desire to do so was even less than my likely aptitude for it. Meanwhile, Useful began his search for an appropriately prestigious college and settled on the United States Military Academy at West Point. Apparently Judge Mayor Grant had gone to some lengths to secure an appointment from our local congressman, a fellow my father had long ago alienated in one of his arguments over President Jackson’s banking policies, which favored the common man over the merchant in a way that struck my merchant father as undemocratic.


If there was a moment when I had real feelings of jealousy for Useful’s life of privilege, it was when I heard of his admission to West Point. I was never considered for West Point or a career in the military—no one took me for clever enough for any place other than the tannery. But I was envious of the exciting life it offered, and the chance to travel and see the world. If Useful was to go to West Point while I went to work, it was yet another confirmation of my father’s views about the world, with its broad division into those who smelled and those who inherited. I began instead to contemplate a business as a livery driver—at least that way I could be near horses and satisfy Julia’s father’s doubts about me. Anything but a tanner!

Judge Mayor Grant gave a party for Useful the night before he was due to go east. Every young person in the town—all of them, like me, about to enter adulthood as a farmer, tradesman, merchant, or bride to the same—was summoned to see Useful off.

My father allowed me to use our best horse and cart so I could escort Julia in fine array: He would go into town later for an evening of “socializing,” meaning arguing and drinking at the Georgetown Inn. I nervously groomed myself and even allowed myself a brief strut before the only mirror my mother would allow in our home. At the appointed hour, I rode out to fetch Julia for the grand event.

She looked wonderful that night bedecked in her finery, and we rode together in happy silence to Judge Mayor Grant’s home. We arrived and entered the great hall, where we paid our respects to Judge Mayor Grant’s wife. Judge Mayor Grant himself was at the hotel in town, no doubt making sure everyone knew of his son’s departure the next morning.

It was a magnificent spring night, and the center hall of the house was crowded with tables, all of them burdened with game and fowl, fruits, nuts, and cakes. Bowls of punch and teas, chilled in the ice house, were laid out before us. A fiddler’s band played on the great lawn behind the house, with torches dotting the perimeter. Julia and I sampled the treats and said some quiet hellos to the other young people there, then headed out back to congratulate the object of the celebration.

We walked out to the lawn, and there was Useful, in rare form. He wore a waistcoat and a look of condescension. If he had ever failed to give his feelings of superiority full flight, he would make up for it that night.

“Thank you for inviting us,” Julia said to him as we approached.

“Think nothing of it,” he answered haughtily. “I want to wish a fond farewell to all of my very good friends,” he said, taking Julia’s hand in his and pressing it in an unduly familiar way.

“We are pleased for your success,” she said politely.

“I’ll be starting a whole new life,” he responded, engrossed in his own story. “I’m going to be first in my class at West Point and then take a commission among the engineers, which is the army’s elite unit, you know. I suspect it won’t be long before I end up a general.” He turned toward me disdainfully. “Fancy that, Useless, my being a general,” he said. “General Grant!”

The paradox of his pronouncement is apparent today, but then I regarded him silently, lest my unmannerliness disturb Julia. Useful scanned me for a reaction and, seeing none, turned his attention to her once again to see if he could raise one.

“There is an excellent life to be lived in the military. You serve the nation, as was done in the conquests of the Black Hawks and Seminoles, and the fellows around you are of a high quality. I have been called to be among the nation’s best,” he continued, “and it will be a good life for a wife as well, one day.”

Now, what the devil did that mean? I wondered, as Julia responded. “We wish you all the best, don’t we, Hiram?” she said, prodding me into agreement. “Why, Hiram, perhaps a military life is in order for you! It would please Father to no end!”

“For Useless?” Useful laughed out loud. “I should hope not! Come now, Useless, do you really imagine yourself such a man?”

My temperament was a quiet one, but Useful was pushing me to the limits of my endurance. I was about to respond when we were all suddenly distracted by a lad who ran quite agitatedly toward us across the lawn, shouting over the strains of the band.

“Useless! Useless!” he cried. “Useless, you must come quickly! It’s your father!” The boy ran up to us and stopped, gasping for breath. “Hello, Useful,” he said politely to Useful between pants, and turned back to me. “He’s passed out drunk in the lobby of the Georgetown Inn, Useless! You’ve got to do something!”

Useful wrinkled his nose and arched his eyebrows in a studied look of revulsion as Julia turned toward me with caring and concern.

“You must go, Hiram,” she said earnestly.

“But what about you?” I asked. “How will you manage getting home?”


“Please, Useless,” Useful chimed in. “I’ll take care of Julia myself. A military man must be the proper gent, you know.”

His ceaseless tweaking was irrelevant—I had to go. I excused myself and rode to the hotel, where I found my father collapsed in a chair in the lobby. Just as I later proved to be, he was not a regular drinker, but was ardent when he did, and on this occasion he had carried the torch of abolition so strenuously his thirst overcame him. His eyes were glazed and open and his lips slightly apart—had I run into such a body at Donelson or the Wilderness, I would have buried it before it began to stink.

“Father, it’s me, Hiram,” I said. He grunted without moving his eyes. “It’s me, Hiram,” I repeated, and did a bit of what must have seemed like adagio dancing with him as I helped him to his feet and out the front door. I dumped him in the back of my cart and set off for home.

My next concern was that our arrival would awake my mother, who would seize upon my father’s regrettable condition to give us another of her never-ending series of sermons about everything under the sun being God’s will, except for those things of which she disapproved, such as drinking, which were to be corrected so God’s will could once again be revealed as she imagined it. So when we arrived home, I drew a pail of water and flung it over my father as he lay in the back of the cart, to wash him off and revive him and get him quietly into the house.

He propped himself up on his elbows to determine the source of the deluge. He looked down at himself and cognition struggled to emerge from within him, whereupon he beckoned me closer and whispered to me his secret. “I’m drunk, boy,” he said, and fell backward with a thud.

“Let’s get you inside,” I said. I extended my arm under his back and helped him out of the cart and to his feet. “You can lie down in the parlor and you won’t have to see Mother until the morning. With some luck, she’ll leave for church before you’re up.”

He nodded in agreement. “That’s a good plan, Hiram,” he said, and stumbled forward clumsily. “How was Useful’s party?” he then asked.

His question lightened the moment. “Useful explained how he would soon be a general.”

“Useful!” my father spat. “He wants to be a general, does he? If it was you going to West Point, Hiram, you’d be a general one day, not that little twit.”

My father’s sanguine if inebriated assessment of my prospects confused me. Did his endless impatience with my commercial ineptitude hide a loving father underneath? Or was this besotted self-pity expressing itself momentarily as affection? I didn’t know what to think, but in my confusion I let my guard down and said softly, “I would have liked that,” as I maneuvered him through our front door and positioned him on a sofa. “It would be better than being a tanner.”

He belched a cloud of evil gas. “Well, Hiram,” he said, “that’s all I have to offer you.”

He spoke the truth. I lay him on a sofa, and a life of acid vats, offal shreds, and fish oil came running up to greet my senses. Was I doomed to be a tanner, as much as I hated it? And if I was, was I doomed to be like my father as well? I sat there forlornly and wondered what the answers were. But when I tried to hear the answers in my own mind, all I could hear was my father’s cacophonous snore. So I turned down the lamp, got back in the cart, and started back to Useful’s party.

I was riding silently over the back roads and fields to Judge Mayor Grant’s home when my horse stopped to relieve itself near an old barn standing in the meadow behind the Grant estate. I looked about at the night sky as the horse released a stream in the darkness. There was only the dimmest crescent of moon, and on this account I noticed a faint light from within the barn.

I thought someone must have left a lantern in the barn, a waste of fuel and a risk of fire. So I snapped the reins and led the horse toward the barn. When we stopped, I could discern voices coming from within and wondered who would be visiting that place at that hour. The horse and I both cocked an ear to listen and were drawn by a familiar quality.

I was listening to Julia.

As I stepped down from the cart, I began to make out pieces of the conversation. Julia was saying something about the propriety of being there when I was shocked to hear the voice that responded.

“But don’t you see, Julia?” Useful said. “Useless has run home to tend to his drunken father. And just as I will be a prominent citizen as is my father, so Useless shall be like his father—drunken, temperamental, and abusive—for there is an architecture within us that drives us toward our fate.”

My heart pumped with the expectation Julia would champion me.

“His name is Hiram, Ulysses,” she corrected. “And he has been kind and devoted to me.” It was a defense of sorts, but she had neither accepted nor rejected the argument.

“But isn’t it true your father won’t consent to your marriage? Don’t you see what he’s trying to tell you? He’s telling you Useless is destined to be the same flimflammer his father is!”

A flimflammer! My father was a conniver, to be sure—he was a concocter, a contriver, a conniver, a bombast, a four-flushing trader in humbug—but he was no flimflammer, or so I then thought. I had a mind to intercede on the old man’s behalf when I again heard Julia speak up. “His name is Hiram, Ulysses,” she corrected once again. “He is not Useless. Perhaps he is simple in some eyes, but he has been sweet to me, and I offer him so little, stout and plain as I am.”

I might have preferred stronger tones of outrage, but it was a good start. I inched toward an opening in the barn’s north wall and saw them sitting together on a bale of hay. The lantern at their feet cast the flickering shadows of bridles and bits against the rough-hewn walls. “You have everything to offer, Julia,” Useful responded. “The inner beauty of a woman that can only be the product of a radiant soul that glows with all the colors of the heavens.” He shifted closer to her as she, like me, tried to make out what it was he had just said. “Julia, Hiram—if that is what you wish to call him—can offer you nothing. But I can offer you a life of comfort. In four years, I will have my military commission and will soon be a general. You will have servants and the amenities of a good life, just as my mother did when she married my father.”

She pulled back, aghast and confused. “Ulysses, what are you saying?”

“I’m saying you must listen to my entreaty and reward me with your affection.”

She was as shocked as I was. “Ulysses, I am plain and far from rich. Any girl in this town would be yours. What is it you want?”

Useful suddenly sprang from his seat and knelt before the stunned object of my affection and, apparently, his. “You can give me yourself, Julia. I am leaving tomorrow, leaving as the bell tolls after church, off to serve God and country. Perhaps I shall never return. Perhaps I will be off to fight the Seminoles or the Black Hawks,” he said, referring once again to the unopposed extermination of those two peoples, “or be shipped out to fight the pirates in Tripoli.” Of course, I didn’t know then that he was in no greater danger at West Point than what results from failing to learn the trigonometric tables.

“U-Ulysses!” Julia stammered. “Are you asking for my hand?”

“I am asking for more than your hand,” Useful replied with great intensity, and sprang up to embrace her, planting kisses on her face and running his hands over her more intently than a phrenologist explores a skull. I might have interrupted, but I was aghast and appalled, as well as envious that Useful would risk the flames of eternal hell (with which my mother regularly seared my own baser inclinations) for worldly satisfactions. I stood there, immobilized, as Julia fought back, pushing her hands and elbows against his chest and drawing up her knees to stop him. “Ulysses! Please, don’t!” she implored.

But there was no holding him back. He wedged a knee in between her legs, his free hand searching and rearranging. “Julia, my sweet, you must now be mine!” he announced.

“But Ulysses, we are not yet wed! I have not responded to your proposal, if that is what it is,” she said as she attempted to fend him off. But Useful would have none of it. He reached under the waist of her dress and was drawing down her undergarments, trying to stay atop her as she rolled from side to side. I watched, held in place by both my shock and fascinated curiosity as to what would happen next.

“Julia, I am a gentleman and a military man,” Useful pressed on. “My word is my sacred badge of honor. If I vow you shall be mine, it is a hallowed bond between both of us and our Lord!”

I was impressed the Lord was as much a party to Useful’s seduction as He was to my mother’s dictates. The Lord certainly got around. Julia, meanwhile, was less interested in the Lord than in propping herself up and gaining some leverage, but Useful was overpowering. “Please, Ulysses!” she begged him. “You must give me time!”

“There is no time!” he exclaimed. “We must consummate our love before I go off, perhaps to die.”

I steeled myself to burst upon the scene and defend Julia’s honor against this affront when Useful suddenly slowed his assault and stared deeply into the girl’s eyes, and Julia looked back at him as if transfixed, halting her protestations. I stopped myself and gaped. Lying upon her, he looked down and said, “And now, you shall be mine. Give me your gift,” he coaxed.

“Oh, Ulysses,” she said, starting to sob, “I am so confused.”

“There is no confusion, my dove.” And with that, Julia laid back in an attitude of apparent consent. Her eyes suddenly opened wider than I imagined they could. She had surrendered! Was she as pliant to Useful’s wishes as everybody else? I watched, stunned, as Useful’s motions became more aggressive and lurching—he would receive no points for art—whereupon he twitched spasmodically and made a gurgling sound, then came to a stop, all in little more than thirty seconds at best. Julia squirmed a bit underneath him and cocked her head to regard him. “Is it over?” she asked.

Useful rolled off her and shook his head as if to clear it. A moment passed before he spoke. “Yes, it’s over,” he smirked, his tone suddenly transformed. He sat up as he fastened himself, never looking down.

“Won’t you lie here with me?” she asked.

“I think not,” Useful snapped back. “I must be off to my party.”

“But Ulysses,” she entreated, “I wish to hear more words of love.”

He burst out laughing. “Words of love? How about this—you’re a plain, stout bag, good for poking and little more. Is it over?” he imitated, and laughed again.

Julia started to cry despairingly as she realized how she had been victimized. “How could you!” she exclaimed between deep, heaving sobs. “I shall tell!”

“Oh, shall you?” Useful shot back. “Who will you tell? Useless? Or your daddy? And what shall you tell them? That you snuck off to the barn and I had you without a fight? That you lay down for me like a wanton little harlot? I knew you’d be an easy mark. Do tell them, so we all may have a good laugh. Perhaps they would like to go in front of the Judge Mayor and charge me with defaming your character.”

Julia rolled over and began to wail fitfully as I hid against the outside of the barn, anger welling within me. Useful had done this to victimize not only Julia, but me. I suddenly understood he measured himself against me as much as I measured myself against him.

My first inclination was to kill him and flee. There were some implements in the barn that would do the job nicely, a pitchfork among them, although drowning him in a vat of tannic acid—no, fish oil!—might be better yet. But I then thought my mother would never be able to rest in heaven (where I assumed she was otherwise headed) were her son to take a human life. Of course, I have since taken hundreds of thousands of lives in the most methodical slaughter the world has ever seen. But that was war, which is different, I have been assured.

I then considered consoling Julia once Useful left the barn, which he seemed intent on doing as quickly as possible. But to do so would be to show her I had seen all, which might cause her even greater shame than her actual despoiling. Moreover, she had, once you reviewed it, decided to lie down with Useful after what seemed like only the briefest of arguments.

There was a third option—to go back to the party and make believe I had seen nothing. But doing so would have broken my heart. So that left only one thing to do—go back home, angry and confused, which is what I did.

My mother had already left for church when I woke the next morning. My father was sitting at the pine-planked table in our kitchen, drinking coffee and not looking half as dead as he had only hours before. I felt a pressing need to unburden myself and told him the whole story. He pursed his lips with a look of sober assessment until my tale was told.

“What should I have done?” I asked.

He shrugged his shoulders. “You should have killed the little villain,” he offered.

“Maybe,” I agreed. “But I couldn’t bring myself to.”

He nodded. “Son, if you think you love this girl, you must assume this experience will make her wiser. Besides, if it were to happen again, you could kill the next fellow with a clearer conscience. The question is, what do you feel?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Well then, let’s go over to her father’s farm, like we were apologizing for leaving her there. You can look her straight in the eye and decide.”

This seemed like extraordinarily good advice, and we got into the cart and headed north on the main road. We rode for a while without speaking when I saw a carriage heading south toward us. As it drew closer, I could see it held Judge Mayor Grant, his wife, and Useful.


I pointed them out to my father. He told me to be still, which seemed like good advice once again. We slowed down as they neared, in part to greet each other and in part because the road was carved out of a ledge along a rocky hillside so narrow only one team could readily pass. Our carts drifted toward each other until our teams were nose to nose.

“Hello, Judge Mayor,” my father said. “Where are you heading this morning?”

Judge Mayor Grant cleared his throat. “We discussed that last night, Jesse, although you might not recall,” he answered disapprovingly. “We have come from church, where we were pleased to see Mrs. Grant,” he added pointedly, “and we are heading to Cincinnati, where Ulysses will catch a steamboat for Harrisburg and proceed by rail to Philadelphia, New York, and then West Point.”

“That’s quite an itinerary,” my father said, nodding politely to Useful. “I hope your journey will be pleasant.”

“We appreciate your wishes, Jesse,” Judge Mayor Grant said, his manners failing to conceal his disdain. He tried to get his team to move ahead, but my father seemed unwilling to let him by.

“And we hear you had quite a party last night, Judge Mayor,” my father continued. “Tell me, Ulysses, did you have a good time?”

Useful looked up, surprised to be asked. “Why, yes, Mr. Grant, and now I’m looking forward to being off.”

“Did you find time to see Julia home, Ulysses? Hiram tells me you promised to do so.”

Useful squirmed uncomfortably. “She saw herself home, sir,” he replied.

“You sent her walking home?” my father said with a feigned, puzzled tone. “I thought a military man was a better gent than that.”

“See here, Jesse,” Judge Mayor Grant interrupted sternly. “No need to harass the boy.”

“Harass him?” my father said, looking at Useful all the while. “Did I say anything amiss?”

Useful began to sense something was terribly amiss. “Let’s go, Father,” he insisted.

“Stay, Ulysses,” my father quickly interceded, “if only for a moment, so we can hear about the life of a military man. I hear the cadets may be fighting the Seminoles or Black Hawks soon, Judge.”


Judge Mayor Grant turned to Useful with a frown. “Have you been bragging, son? There’s no room for that at West Point.” I subsequently learned otherwise.

“Or perhaps the pirates of Tripoli,” my father said, and a fearful look of discovery came over Useful. He had been found out, although he obviously could not figure out how. He turned deep red and reached for the whip in Judge Mayor Grant’s hand.

“Let’s go, Father, right now!” he shouted, grabbing the whip from Judge Mayor Grant’s grasp.

“See here now, Ulysses,” Judge Mayor Grant blustered. “What’s going on?”

“Ulysses, behave yourself,” his mother admonished.

“Yes, Ulysses, why in such a rush to go?” my father said, but now Useful was all but fighting his father for the whip. There was a terrible commotion that upset our horse, which was stung by the flailing lash as Judge Mayor Grant and Useful struggled for it. A wooden chest with Useful’s belongings rattled in the back of the carriage as they fought, and the cart shifted until its wheels suddenly slipped over the edge of the ridge, rocking all three passengers. They let out a shout that unnerved our horse further and the animal reared in the air, frightening Judge Mayor Grant’s team, which began to buck as well. Useful finally wrested the whip from his father and cracked it savagely across his team. His mother shrieked as she reached up to grab her bonnet. They all lurched backward and their carriage’s axle teetered precariously over the edge of the road.

“Stop that, Ulysses!” Judge Mayor Grant cried, but Useful lashed furiously in his efforts to depart the scene, and he soon did, but not as he intended: His team panicked and stumbled over the edge of the road, spilling the carriage down the rocky hillside to the sound of screams from all three.

The cart smashed into the steep hillside in explosive caroms and bounces, sending billows of dust and rock into the air. The three Grants stayed inside for a roll or two but were soon thrown away from the wreck. Even before they came to rest, we started scampering down the gravelly slope after them. The carriage shattered at the bottom; the horses’ harnesses snapped and the team bolted across the field at the bottom of the ridge and were gone.

“They’re over there,” I said to my father, pointing to Judge Mayor Grant and his wife. We hastened to their sides. I’ve seen bodies stacked from Shiloh to Spotsylvania, but this was a mess. Judge Mayor Grant’s cheek was to the ground. He was bleeding profusely from where his nose, mouth, and right eye had been. His wife’s head was thrown back at a grotesque angle; my father reached down and closed her eyes with his fingertips. We stood over them, the dust rising slowly into the pale sky. My father and I looked at each other and the same thought came to us—where was Useful?—when we heard a voice from behind us.

“Where am I?” the voice said, and we turned to find him slowly rising to his feet and rubbing his head, which was streaming with blood.

“Useful!” I called to him.

“What’s useful?” he asked, looking with shocked detachment at his bloody fingertips. “Who are you? What am I doing here?”

My father cocked his head and put a hand on my arm to stop me from replying. Useful then saw his parents and recoiled in horror. “My God! Who are these people?” he gasped. “They’re dead!”

“Don’t you know who they are?” my father challenged.

“No, and I’m scared!” Useful said, wrapping his arms around himself. “Please don’t hurt me!”

“Hurt you? Oh, a fine story that is,” my father spat, and turned to me, hitching his thumb. “This scoundrel is worrying about our hurting him.”

“No! No! I swear!” Useful protested. “I don’t know what you’re talking about!” And then I realized what my father already had—Useful had lost his memory. He had not the slightest hint how any of us came to be there.

“You swine!” my father raged. “You assaulted these poor people, tried to rob them!” Useful waved his hands as if to fend off the words. “Don’t deny it! We saw the whole thing!”

“I’m not a thief!” Useful cried with a tone of genuine astonishment.

“We saw you!” my father repeated. “You wanted that chest!” Useful turned and saw his trunk, still locked, on the ground—it was making my father’s case just by lying there. “And when this poor gentleman and his wife tried to race away, you grabbed the reins and the three of you went over the edge!”

“I did no such thing!” Useful exclaimed.

“Wait!” my father shouted with an affectation of sudden comprehension. “I recognize you! You are the vagabond robber I read about in the notice posted at the general store! ‘The Highwayman from Philadelphia!’ it said. Didn’t you see it, son? McKenna was his name, a little Paddy murderer!”

I looked at Useful and my father and nodded uncertainly, unsure of his intent. “There’s a reward for you, and it’s going to be mine!” my father said as he started toward Useful.

Memory or no, in only a few seconds Useful realized he was about to be turned in for a reward. He started to back away. “I didn’t do anything,” he shouted. “I don’t remember a thing! I swear!”

“Swear all you like,” my father said. “Your words aren’t worth dirt. You’re a thief and a murderer. You’re wanted from here to St. Louis and I’m going to be the one to receive the bounty for bringing you to the gallows!”

“Never!” Useful screamed, and took off across the field as fast as he could. He was a full hundred yards away and still moving rapidly when my father turned to me.

“Quickly,” he said. “Help me with the old man.” He turned Judge Mayor Grant’s body over and reached into his breast pocket. He produced a wallet and some folded papers from the corpse. “Come here, Hiram,” he said as he thrust them toward me. “What do these papers say?”

I looked at them quickly. “This introduces Useful to the registrar at West Point. And here’s a ticket for the steamboat from Cincinnati to Harrisburg. And a rail ticket for Philadelphia and New York.” I looked up and saw the old man at work on Judge Mayor Grant’s pockets.

“There’s two hundred dollars in bank notes and another fifty in gold coin. Take it,” he said, extending a pouch toward me. I froze, horrified at the thought of thievery. “Take it!” he demanded. “Take the damn money and put the papers in your vest. You’re the same size as Useful, right?” he asked, turning quickly toward the chest.

“Why, yes, but what are you—”

My father didn’t answer. He was already setting Useful’s trunk upright. “Help me with this damn thing.” He picked up one end as I stood there, frozen. “Come on, Hiram,” he commanded. “Pick up the damn chest!”

He spoke quickly as we carried the chest up the hillside. “The old man and his wife are dead, Hiram, and their little peacock will never be seen again. He’ll be afraid to talk to another human being for months at least.” We slung the chest into our cart and my father took to the lock with an axe. It broke with one blow. A full wardrobe was folded inside, together with some books and more papers.

“Listen to me, Hiram,” he said adamantly. “They’re expecting a boy named Grant from Georgetown, Ohio, at West Point. A boy your size, your name, a boy just like you.”

“Oh, no,” I moaned as I realized the full extent of the deception he was proposing. “That’s just crazy—”

He would have none of it. “Just say your name is Ulysses S. Grant—you can say the S is for Simpson, your mother’s maiden name. The old Ulysses S. Grant is running through the woods out there. You can be Ulysses S. Grant now. If we go quickly, we can get you to Cincinnati in time for the steamer.”

“But we would never get away with it,” I pleaded. “It would never work!”

He shut the lid of the chest and quickly positioned himself on the driver’s bench of the cart. He backed the rig around and began heading south. “It’s going to work, Hiram. I mean, Ulysses. Everything works in life when there’s nothing to stop it from working. Nobody’s going to know who you are and who you aren’t. You’ve got no head for business; now you’ll have the chance to make something of yourself. You’ll have money, a wardrobe, papers, and all the other things you’d never get from me.” He whipped the horse into a faster pace. “Fate’s sent them to you.”

“But it’s wrong,” I pleaded.

“It’s not wrong,” he spat. “You’ve been listening to the nonsense your mother gets from church. All that business about God. Don’t you think gods make mistakes? People don’t deserve everything they get in life. Do you think Judge Mayor Grant deserved everything he had? Or Useful was going to deserve everything he might get?” I shook my head in passive agreement and overwhelmed disbelief.

He gave the reins a snap. “You’ve been given a chance very few men have, Hi—I mean, Ulysses. What would you rather do—work in my tannery? Now you get to pick your destiny. You decide. Whose fate do you want? Yours? Or Useful’s?”

I looked ahead as we sped along and, while I might not have said anything aloud, I realized that to pose the question was to answer it. I could change the trajectory of my life—escape the tannery, see the world—just by deciding to. I looked again at my father and at the life he represented, and when my gaze fixed once again on the road before us, I was reborn as Ulysses S. Grant.
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ARRIVAL AT WEST POINT—MEETING SHERMAN—TALES OF BOBBY LEE—CLASS WITH HALLECK—JACKSON AND MCCLELLAN—A LAST JUMP AT GRADUATION





THE LAST THING I remember about life as Hiram Grant—or perhaps the first thing I remember about life as Ulysses Grant—was the sight of my father standing on the dock as the steamboat for which Useful had a ticket left Cincinnati. My father didn’t wave.


In retrospect, it is easy to see that the deception my father devised was fraught with risk. But one often heard stories of settlers kicked in the head by a horse or mule and whose personalities were irrevocably altered as a result. Perhaps Useful would prove such a case, I thought. More to the point, the opportunity to see the world, escape the tannery, and have some measure of revenge on Useful, the despoiler of my first love, was too alluring. And so I entered into my father’s conspiracy, fully aware of the risk but prepared to take it in exchange for what might lie ahead. The boat took me to Harrisburg and a train that sped along at the then-stupefying rate of eighteen miles an hour, belching a cloud of black smoke over the windows of our carriage or, when the windows were open, us. I coughed and wiped and brushed my way to Philadelphia, then took a train from Philadelphia to New York, and a ferry to West Point. The next day, I was to appear before the registrar and enroll.

I rose early and dragged my inherited trunk to the campus. I was immediately struck by the beauty of the place. West Point is just that—a point jutting into the Hudson, where sailboats dotted the water with silvery white gossamers and steady winds gracefully rustled the sycamores and maples.


The Military Academy itself was well organized in a way that would have pleased my mother’s utilitarianism and my father’s parsimony. Its square-cut, stuccoed structures gave a feeling of order and solidity. I wandered among them until I came upon the main administrative building. The registrar—a squat fellow with glasses and a stock collar—sat at a table there with a small gaggle of older cadets resting on the steps behind him. A line of boys such as myself—or, perhaps, such as Useful—led up to his table and he regarded each severely when it was that lad’s turn to come to the front.

The fellows ahead of me announced themselves. They were from every state of the young nation. The Eastern boys were generally better dressed and of a higher station. The Southerners’ education lagged the Northerners’, but their military tradition was strong, and while certainly more mannerly, they were also more odd. Last among all were we Westerners, the very few boys from west of the Appalachians. We were dismissed by both the Yankees and the Southerners as coarse, ignorant plowboys, and the fact I was coarse, largely ignorant, and spent my best days behind or atop a horse didn’t make the categorization any less unfair. I was smaller then, only about sixty-one inches, with a fair complexion and a peach of a young face, and I walked with the kind of amble you acquire on top of horses. I looked at the other lads and worried about being out of place. But, of course, I was out of place, having taken somebody else’s place for my own.

Three older boys loitered on the steps behind the registrar, making remarks and howling with laughter as each of the incoming lads came forward. I regarded them warily as I reached the front of the line.

The registrar addressed me with an icy, “And you are?”

“Grant,” I said softly, hesitant to assert myself fraudulently as Ulysses S. of the same.

“I see,” the registrar said, leafing through his papers. “Well, I have a Mr. Grant of Ohio and a Mr. Grant of New York. Which manner of Grant are you?”

“I am Grant of Ohio,” I answered, not yet deceiving him.

The three older boys behind the registrar began to catcall. “Why, it’s Grant of Ohio!” one of them cut in, a ruddy-faced boy with a hawklike nose and a protruding brow. “I have a dollar that says I know his first name!”


“I’ll have that dollar, Rosey,” said a rangy redhead with piercing eyes. “What is it?”

“It’s Land! Land Grant of Ohio,” the ruddy-faced boy named Rosey said, and the two of them shook with laughter. The third fellow—large, squarely built, and older, with a prominent nose and an uncanny resemblance to George Washington—nodded along and smiled decorously, much as Washington himself would have. “Why, Land Grant,” he announced. “You’re an institution in your own time!”

The registrar looked over his shoulder. “Set a good example for these younger fellows, Thomas.”

“Yes, no having sport with Land Grant of Ohio,” the boy called Rosey said, stirring the pot once again. “Besides, if he’s from Ohio, his name is probably not Land, but Hezekiah, or perhaps Amos. After all, Westerners are named for the prophets, Southerners for the apostles, and Yankees for their ancestors!” Rosey exclaimed. “Why, Farmer Grant’s pigs are probably named for the Sons of Jacob and his chickens for the Kings of Israel!” The fellow who looked like George Washington chuckled and the rangy red-haired lad smirked. I looked down at my shoes, embarrassed.

“Mr. Rosecrans!” the registrar barked, and the hawk-nosed boy quieted himself. He looked again at his records. “First name Ulysses?” he asked me.

That produced another predictable round of catcalls before I could respond. “Ulysses!” said the rangy redheaded boy. “Perhaps instead of a room in the barracks he will sleep in a bed built in an olive tree!”

The boy who looked like George Washington and the ruddy-faced boy named Rosey looked at him in confusion. “What the devil are you talking about, Cump?” George Washington asked.

“About the fucking Odyssey, Old Tom, you bonehead,” the redheaded boy said to George Washington, the older one. “About Odysseus or, as he’s called, Ulysses.”

It was bad enough being Useless—now would I have to suffer as Ulysses? And such language! I needed a way out. “Ulysses Grant?” I asked with a screwed-up look. “There must be some mistake.”

“Now, Mr. Grant of Ohio, what mistake would that be?” the registrar said with a heard-it-all expression.

“My name is Hiram U. Grant, sir.”


“Hiram U. Grant?” the registrar asked. He peered down at his records. “You are Mr. Grant of Georgetown, Ohio, aren’t you?”

I carefully considered all the possible answers. “Yes, I’m from Georgetown, Ohio.”

“Then you must be Ulysses S. Grant,” the registrar said triumphantly, “because that is the only Grant from Georgetown, Ohio, we have on this list.” He lifted the list of enrollees to prove his point.

“It’s some kind of mistake,” I insisted.

“Mr. Grant, either you are Ulysses S. Grant or you are headed home on the next ferry,” the registrar said with finality. “Now, you may pick from those two alternatives and none other.”

“Then Ulysses S. Grant it is,” I mumbled, wondering if the registrar’s insistence absolved me of my wrongdoing.

“Very well, then,” the registrar said triumphantly. “Welcome to West Point, Cadet U. S. Grant!”

“It’s U. S. Grant!” said the rangy redheaded boy. “Why, he’s been named for his uncle!”

“Which uncle is that, Cump?” Old Tom, the fellow who looked like George Washington, asked.

“His Uncle Sam!” the redheaded boy named Cump said with delight.

There was a chorus of mocking laughter. “That’s quite enough,” the registrar snapped. “Sherman, since you’ve named him, you will escort Uncle Sam here to his accommodations.”

“Yes, sir,” the redheaded boy said, jumping forward and ripping off a smart salute.

I picked up Useful’s trunk and tried to hoist it onto my shoulder as this fellow Sherman watched me with amusement. “Would you please help me with this trunk?” I asked him.

The registrar looked up at us. “Help him with the trunk, Sherman, or you’ll get yourself a week’s worth of conduct marks, and it’s only Monday!”

Sherman shrugged and bent over the trunk. “Very well then, Uncle Sam. Let’s go.”

We started toward the barracks. Sherman was taller than I was, so his end of the trunk was higher, leaving me with most of its weight. I regarded him for a moment before I spoke up. “Did the fellow say your name was Sherman?”


“Yup,” he said, looking straight ahead. “Tecumseh Sherman.”

“Like the Indian chief?” I asked. “Is that your real name?”

“Yes, it’s my real fucking name,” he said, and startled me again with his choice of language, as he would every time I spoke with him for the next forty-odd years. How he could cuss! There were times, I confess, when I thought his vocabulary not wholly inappropriate, like the morning I arrived at Shiloh and found Sherman spewing out a torrid purple streak, his finger squirming through the bullet hole in his hat, or the time I relieved McClernand of command at Vicksburg and permitted Sherman the last word. But then and there I simply kept walking, secretly aghast and hoping that my mother would never meet this foulmouthed lad. Sherman, meanwhile, had proceeded to expand on his answer. “Well, it sort of is. My father named me Tecumseh, on account of his admiration for the great chief. But he died very shortly after I was born, as did my mother. I was raised by a neighbor family, who added the name William. So I’m William Tecumseh Sherman now,” he said.

“Should I call you Cump?” I asked, repeating the name the fellow named Old Tom had used.

“Suit yourself,” he said, and shrugged. There was a moment’s pause. “And what do you want to be called?” he asked.

He had asked a deeper question than he imagined. I suddenly hit upon a solution. “Why don’t you call me Sam?” I said. But of course! Sam! It was perfect! Neither Hiram nor Ulysses, but a new name for a fellow caught between names!

I smiled at him in a way he could not understand. He stopped and looked down at me—he must have been close to seventy-two inches—and shifted his grip on the trunk so he could extend his right hand toward me. “I like a fellow who can take a fucking joke,” Sherman said. “Put ’er there, Sam.” I saw the first traces of his mad smile.

And so I met William Rosecrans and George Henry Thomas, both of whom would be illustrious Civil War generals in their own rights. In fact, before my four years at West Point were over, I had met most of the military leadership of our nation and its Confederate enemy: My West Point contemporaries and I went through life together—in Mexico, California, and then the Civil War.


But, most importantly, I had just met Sherman, who would be my lifelong best friend. Together we would fight the greatest war the world had ever seen. We would beat back Johnston at Shiloh, lay siege to Pemberton at Vicksburg, and push Bragg off Missionary Ridge. Sherman’s capture of Atlanta at my direction in 1864 would allow Lincoln to win reelection over that gutless twit McClellan, cement my strategy of annihilation, and save the Union. There would be times when we wouldn’t agree—when I announced my intention to run my ships down the Mississippi River under the guns on the bluffs at Vicksburg, I thought that Sherman would have to make up new words more potent than the ones he already knew. When I was President, he talked me out of using Federal troops to smash the Klan. And if there’s one thing I truly regret, aside from that grisly hour of death at Cold Harbor, it is letting Sherman talk me into sending that strutting buffoon George Armstrong Custer into the Black Hills. At least Custer made up for it by getting killed.


But at that moment, I knew none of that. All I wanted to do was to put down Useful’s trunk.

• • •

I shared a dormitory room with a fellow named Ingalls. It was small, spartan, and drafty, lit by candles and heated by a coal fireplace that had it roasting in the evening and freezing by midnight. We were wakened each morning at five-thirty to the beat of drums and made to study and march all day until dinner, whereupon we had some free time to talk and visit or do some other reading until about nine, when more drums signified “lights out.”

One evening I was lying in bed and heard the drums. Ingalls was already asleep and I was engrossed in the novella I was reading, so I turned my lamp down, but not out, to continue. It must have been thirty minutes later when my door swung open and in walked a gravely offended cadet sergeant.

“Cadet Grant! Did you not hear the drumming for ‘lights out’?” he demanded.

“Well, yes, I did,” I said, turning agreeably to face him. “But I had only a few more pages to finish, and—”

“Two conduct marks!” he said, pointing a damning finger at me. “Now put out that lamp!”

I capped the lamp quietly as he walked out, resolving to find out the next morning how bad two conduct marks were.


“Just two conduct marks?” asked Sherman when I recounted my punishment at breakfast the next day.

“Yes, that’s what the cadet sergeant said,” I answered. Sherman, Rosecrans, and I, together with a few other lads, sat along a long, narrow table. The dining room was a cavernous stone affair filled by the echoing clatter of pewter utensils and plates.

A brutish boy across the table looked up while shoveling potatoes into his mouth. “Two’s nothing,” he said, smiling. “Sherman got five once for missing chapel.” He smiled and extended a hand to me once he had wiped it on his coat. “Longstreet,” he said.

“Shit, Street,” Sherman interrupted. “You got eight for farting in chapel. That’s why I didn’t go,” Sherman said, laughing at his own joke.

There was another boy sitting with us, a scrawny fellow with a wisp of thin hair who projected a stiff, touchy air. He poked at his food as disdainfully as Longstreet plowed eagerly through his. Sherman introduced him as Don Buell.

“Pleased to meet you, Donald,” I said politely.

“It’s not Donald. It’s Don, Don Carlos, as in Sir Charles,” he said with a sneer.

Sherman ignored Buell’s self-righteous attitude, and I followed his lead. “But what do these conduct marks mean?” I repeated, trying to bring the conversation back to my problem.

“Means you’re not a virgin anymore,” Longstreet said with a laugh.

“Oh, it doesn’t mean shit, Sam,” Sherman said. “You’ll get hundreds of them before you’re through. You get ’em for everything,” Sherman sneered.

“Or at least you do,” Longstreet said, suppressing a belch.

“Says a man who prays out his asshole,” Sherman said, reminding his friend of his transgression. “Besides, what did I ever do that was so bad? Visiting a buddy after hours for a smoke? Missing a sermon or two? It’s a load, Sam,” he said. “Ask Buell, here. He ought to know. He got a full year’s worth in one day.”

Buell testily put down his cutlery. “Do we have to go into this?” he snapped.

“He was confined to his room for six months,” Longstreet added, gleefully dredging up the issue.

“What did you do?” I asked.


“I hit a waiter here in the mess hall,” Buell said quietly, sighing and resuming his dissection of breakfast.

Longstreet and Sherman both burst into laughter. “Hit him?” Longstreet exclaimed. “He beat the living Jesus out of him, he did. Laid him out with his fists and started kicking him on the floor once he fell—”

“Let it rest, Street,” Buell said peevishly.

“Come on, Don,” Sherman jumped in. “The lad had it coming, didn’t he? Spilling soup on your pantaloons?”

“They were new pantaloons,” Buell said. “And aside from that, my record’s pretty good,” he added, busying himself once again in his meal.

“Well, Sam, you can knock yourself out learning your mathematics and your engineering and your natural philosophy, but if your shirt isn’t buttoned the way some little asshole likes it, or if you let fly with a little choice language—and who doesn’t, now and then?—you get these bad conduct marks and your class standing drops like a stone. I’m number six in my class,” Sherman testified, “but I’d be number three, Sam, if I could get a hundred of these fucking conduct marks off my sheet.”

“But if everybody gets these marks—”

“Yeah, but everybody doesn’t get ’em the same, Sam,” Sherman spat. “If you keep your corners square you can get through with hardly a scratch. Those are the ones who move to the top,” he said, nodding along with Longstreet and Buell at the sad fact of this matter.

“I don’t have as many as Cump or Buell,” Longstreet said, grinning as he hovered over his plate. “Neither does Thomas or Rosecrans.”

“Lee never got one,” Buell said, as if to chastise the others.

“Who?” I asked.

Sherman put down the coffee he was drinking and traded looks with Longstreet and Rosecrans.

“He means Bobby Fucking Lee,” Sherman said, annoyed. “Hell, you ask some of these old fools around here about him and they just about wet themselves.” A look of resentment overtook him.

I shrugged.

“Son of Light-Horse Harry Lee,” Sherman said. “Ever hear of him?”

“George Washington’s friend, right?”

Sherman and Longstreet laughed. “The fellow who said that shit about ‘first in war’ when old George died, yes,” Sherman continued. “And as I’ve heard it told elsewhere, the greatest cockmaster ever to fuck his way through the state of Virginia.”

“You’re speaking of a patriot.” Buell glared.

“Had a dick of iron.” Longstreet nodded, agreeing.

I must have dropped my fork along with my chin. “Light-Horse Harry Lee? George Washington’s friend?”

“What d’you think, Sam? That ol’ George himself never got any poontang? That he only did it with the Negress of the house? Hell yes, Light-Horse Harry Lee. He drank and whored and wagered away every fucking penny he had”—Sherman leered—“and then he ran through his wife’s money, too. She was one of the Custises, the Martha Custises. George set him up with a rich girl, thought it would slow him down, but it was just more coal on the fire. And when Harry was done spending his wife’s fortune, he ran off to the Bahamas, leaving her to raise the children, little Bobby among them. Married some other wench down there, too. When they brought his body back for burial, they couldn’t find a penny in his pockets. So Bobby’s mama wrote to her husband’s old friends and, guilty as they felt, they set him up to come here.”

“Were you here then?” I asked.


“No,” Sherman said. “I came in ’36. He was already gone a few years then.”


“He’s in the Corps of Engineers now,” Longstreet said. “You get out of here head of your class and you’ll be an engineer, too.”

“Fat lot of that happening,” Sherman spat. “Keep getting those demerits and your ass will be in the infantry before you can say Bobby Lee.”

“Lee’s the chief engineer for improvements on the Mississippi River,” Buell added respectfully.

“Yeah,” Sherman spat. “God didn’t get it right, so Bobby’s going to fix it for Him.”

• • •

If Bobby Lee, or any other cadet, was a great military thinker, he didn’t learn it at West Point. The curriculum was largely mathematics and engineering, with some physics and a bit of French thrown in. Military strategy was conspicuously absent—it was dispensed as if it were a secret to be shared by a small elite of the corps, rather than a necessary part of every cadet’s military education. It was taught by a young assistant named Henry Wager Halleck, himself a recent West Point graduate. There he proved himself both smart enough and not smart enough to earn the nickname “Old Brains” and was asked to stay on to teach military science.

Halleck was a chore—a vain and petulant little man even then, just as he would prove to be when I first reported to him, and later he to me, twenty years later. And if there was a moment in our relationship that foretold this future, it was the day we took up the Battle of Yorktown, where Cornwallis surrendered to Washington.


I was sitting in the back of the room in Halleck’s class when he surprised me by asking me to come to the board and recite the story of the battle, which every cadet was to have memorized. I dutifully marched to the front of the room and began. “Cornwallis and his commander, General Clinton, departed New York for Savannah in the spring of 1780 to open a second front and promptly took Charleston,” I recited, hoping that Halleck would soon let someone else continue.


He didn’t. I pressed on. “Cornwallis then moved against Lafayette, who retreated to the northwest in order to stretch Cornwallis’s supply lines, while himself waiting to be reinforced by Wayne for a counterattack.”

“Yes, supply lines!” Halleck burst out emphatically. “Defending one’s supply lines is critical!”

I nodded tentatively and resumed. “Sensing a trap, Cornwallis returned to Yorktown, on the Virginia shore of the Chesapeake Bay,” I said as I sketched the Eastern Seaboard on the chalkboard and highlighted the points of interest. “Clinton told Cornwallis he would reinforce him by sea, so Cornwallis dug in and waited. But by waiting, he gave his opponent time to act. Washington brought down both his armies from New York and was joined by the French navy. When the British boats arrived at Yorktown, they found the French boats in disarray—unloading their cargo, their working parties ashore. But rather than attacking swiftly, the British spent precious time getting into formation and allowed the French to prepare. As a result they were repulsed, leaving Cornwallis isolated and trapped. Washington arrived, laid siege, bombarded, and Cornwallis surrendered.”

Halleck regarded me from a spot at the rear of the room. “Very good,” he said. I nodded and set out for my seat when I heard Halleck speak up. “Just a moment, Cadet Grant,” he commanded. “What lessons do we learn from Yorktown?”

I had no prospect of giving the correct answer, because Old Brains was so convinced of his singular understanding of military history that the answers were known only to him. But I proceeded to repeat as much as I recalled his having ever said on the subject. “Communication, sir,” I began. “Washington, Lafayette, and the Revolutionary generals worked in concert, while Cornwallis and Clinton never worked from a common plan.”

“Very good, Grant,” Halleck said from his perch in the back.

“And swift action,” I continued, gazing at the floor as I struggled to come up with an answer, but when I looked up again, Halleck was standing in the aisle, stupefied I had chosen to continue.

He folded his arms over his chest. “Swift action? I don’t recall having discussed swift action, Cadet Grant. Please go on.”

I had no choice but to continue. “Well, yes, sir. Washington moved his armies from north of New York to Yorktown in less than a month. He seized the initiative. And the British would have destroyed the French had they gone right at them.”

Halleck sat on the edge of a cadet’s desk and laughed sarcastically for the benefit of the class. “Well, Cadet Grant. Your regard for the manual of procedures leaves something to be desired. Swift action, if it undermines communication or compromises supply lines, can be an invitation to disaster.”

“You should have told him to fuck himself,” said Sherman, hacking through yet another installment of boiled mutton in the mess hall that evening. “How long did he make you stay up there?”

“An hour and a half,” I mumbled.

“And what did you say?” Rosecrans asked, excitedly soaking up news of the confrontation.

“I gave wrong answers,” I said. “Well, they seemed right when they occurred to me, but they were all wrong once I said them.”

“Like what?” Sherman prodded.

I pushed a piece of sheep across my plate as I talked. “Like Cornwallis, for example. Why did he dig himself in? He was digging his own grave.”

“Well, thank you, General Grant,” said Thomas, whose resemblance to George Washington took on new meaning. “What would you have done instead?” he asked with sarcasm.

“I wouldn’t have retreated in the first place. I’d have stayed in Carolina and gone after Lafayette. If Wayne got there first, I’d have taken on the both of them.”

“They’d have pounded you,” Buell muttered disdainfully from across the table.

“Cornwallis got pounded anyway, didn’t he?” I pointed out. “And if I’d been at Yorktown, I’d have gone right after the Americans as soon as they arrived. They’d have marched hundreds of miles and would have been dog-tired. Digging in was stupid!”

That remark was greeted with a moment of silence. It was Sherman who broke it. “You know that Halleck’s an engineer, don’t you?”

“Yes,” I said quietly.

“So you know all these fucking engineers know how to do is dig, don’t you?”

“They can tell you the number of tons of dirt in a grave,” Rosecrans snickered. “Often their own.”

“Yes, I know.” I sighed.

“You let it go at that, didn’t you?” Sherman prodded.

“Well, there was also the part about what if Cornwallis had won,” I said sheepishly.

Longstreet was so taken aback by the idea he put down his fork. “I can’t see any good coming of that,” he volunteered.

“You have your own theories on that, too?” Thomas asked.

“You’re a regular Julius Caesar, Grant.” Sherman chuckled.

I sighed again. “Cornwallis didn’t understand the nature of the war he was fighting,” I said. I was now so engrossed in my theory I scarcely noticed that all of them—Sherman, Rosecrans, Thomas, Buell, Longstreet—were staring at me. “Cornwallis thought his job was to capture cities and strategic points. But his real job was to defeat Washington’s army, to suppress a revolution. The British occupied New York, but what good came of it? Or, for that matter, what if they occupied Baltimore and Boston and Philadelphia and Charleston and Richmond and Norfolk and Trenton as well? They had to crush the colonists’ will, and that meant finding Washington and his army and killing or capturing it. Who cares about New York? If the British occupied New York for four years while Washington was camped just outside of it with the army that beat Cornwallis anyway, then it wasn’t much of a victory, was it? The British had to destroy the colonists’ will to resist, but they hadn’t the inclination. When you get right down to it, the British didn’t lose the war—they were unwilling to win it.”

When I was done, there was much glancing about the table and a silence ensued that was broken only when Sherman peered across the table at me and spoke. “And what did Halleck say?”

“He told me to sit down,” I said.

Sherman nodded. “I bet he did,” he said. The rest of them looked down and continued their dinners. I had just had my first lesson in how the military, and Henry Halleck, dealt with new thinking.

Sherman and Thomas graduated that spring. Sherman had his heart set on entering the Corps of Engineers, as Lee had done. And had it not been for his demerits, he would have been able to do so. But his foul language, casual attitude, and volatile moods so lowered his standing his wish was denied. He ended up in the artillery corps.

Sherman’s experience opened my eyes. You could work hard and get good grades, but it all came down to whether your coat was buttoned and your shoes shined, not to mention keeping your ideas to yourself. I resolved as my second year began to get by as best I could, without expending effort in a pointless pursuit of the top. I was no Bobby Lee, I thought. Whoever he was.

• • •

The letters between my father and me over those first two years were circumspect regarding Useful Grant, so I had to trust my father’s handling of the situation—explaining my absence, Useful’s disappearance, and so forth. But at the end of my second year, I was furloughed home and had the opportunity to discuss the matter with him.

The old man had bought a bigger tannery in the nearby town of Bethel and was prospering mightily, but nothing else had changed. He was still preoccupied with business and my mother with God. I unloaded my trunk at our family’s new front door and my mother came out to greet me. She wiped her hands on her apron and looked me up and down.

“Hiram, you’ve grown much straighter,” she said. Another mother might have hugged her son, but her arms were no doubt tired from prayer.

“My name is Ulysses now, Mother,” I told her.


“Father told me all about that, Hiram,” she said. “Never you mind.”

“Hiram—I mean, Ulysses!” my father said as he stepped through the door. “Let me have a look at you!” He clasped me by both shoulders and scrutinized me as if he were appraising my hide. We went inside and I was struck by the opulence of our new surroundings. There was a parlor and sitting room, a dining room with table service for a dozen guests, and a pantry almost the size of our house in Georgetown. There was also a new baby, my third sister, Mary Frances, to go along with Clara and Jennie. Simpson was now sixteen, and Orvil six—still too young to steal anything, although he would later make up for lost time.

My father led me into the parlor and Simpson followed us. The two years had changed him: He was becoming a man and a corpse at the same time. He was pale, cold, and gaunt, and his cough was already taking root in his chest.

“Well, son, school seems to agree with you, if I can judge from your letters. You are to be congratulated for building up a good record.”

“But what about our scheme?” I asked.

“Our scheme? Our scheme seems to be working perfectly well, don’t you think?”

I could not contain my anxiety. “But what do people think? How could Useful and I both disappear, Judge Mayor Grant and his wife die, and nobody think it suspicious?”

“You can’t be concerned with what people think,” Simpson said matter-of-factly.

“It’s all under control,” my father said, holding out his palms to quell my nervousness. “There’s nothing to worry about, Hir—” He stopped himself and chuckled. “Well, I suppose I’m not sure what to call you, am I?”

“My friends at West Point call me Sam.”

“Sam? Why the devil do they call you that?” Simpson asked with an annoyed expression.

“Because the initials U. S. suggest Uncle Sam. A fellow named Sherman picked up on it. Everybody calls me Sam Grant.”

My father shrugged. “Sam sounds good enough. Solves a problem, doesn’t it?”

“That’s what I thought,” I agreed. “But what about what happened?”

My father reached across the table next to his chair, poured himself a whiskey, and downed it. “The day you left,” he began, “nobody noticed. They were all at sixes and sevens about Judge Mayor and his wife. If you don’t mind my saying so, it took them a while to miss you. Some folks said it was a kidnapping and Useful was abducted, which was why the trunk was missing. Some said whoever stole the trunk also killed Useful and his parents, but why would they take his body and not the others? Then there were some who said Useful killed his parents, although it was pretty hard for anybody to suggest why. So it remains something of a mystery to this day, actually.”

“What about the congressman who appointed him to West Point?”

“Quit. The Judge Mayor’s bribe bought you a career and him a comfortable retirement. What does he care?”

“And nobody has seen Useful since?”

“Oh, every so often somebody says he was seen one place or another, but nobody gives it much credence.”

“There was that time in Galena,” Simpson volunteered.

“That’s right,” my father agreed, as if talking with a business partner, which Simpson seemed to be becoming, rather than a son. “A fellow from around here thought he saw Useful up in Galena, Illinois.” The old man rubbed his jaw. “I went up there myself to check it out, but I didn’t run into anybody who looked like him.”

“It’s a pretty good town, though,” Simpson continued for him. “It’s a lead-mining town, and everybody’s going to need lead. It’s a fast-growing market. We’re thinking about putting a store up there.”

The old man nodded in agreement. Simpson was acquiring the knack, that was certain. “But what about me?” I pressed. “Did anybody notice I was missing?”

“Oh, sure, sure,” the old man said. “After a while, they noticed you were gone, and they began to ask, ‘Say, Jesse, where’s that blamed boy of yours?’ And I’d say, ‘He’s gone off to Kentucky, to learn the trade from my half-brother and see if we can build up our business there,’ and they’d say, ‘My, my,’ and that would be it.”

“And nobody put the two together?”

The old man snorted. “Why the hell should they?” He winced as he caught himself blaspheming and turned quickly to see if my mother was near.

“What about Julia?” I asked.

“Who?” my father asked, then remembered. “Oh, sure, the little fat one. Actually, she disappeared. Her folks said she’d gone to live with family somewhere.”

“Where?”

“Didn’t say. Doesn’t matter, really, does it?”

There was a silent moment. “Well, what are we going to do?” I prompted.

“About what?” the old man asked.

“About me!” I exclaimed, wondering why he didn’t get the point.

“About you?” he parroted. “Well, we’re going to do what we’ve done, which has been to get by just fine.”

“But in two more years I graduate, and then what?”

“And then we’ll see,” my father said casually. “Things take care of themselves, Hir—Sam,” he corrected himself with a smile. “Like I told you, everything works in life when there’s nothing to stop it from working.”

“That’s what he always says,” Simpson said.

“And it’s the truth,” the old man said in return. “By then, who knows what people will think? They might forget the whole thing. People move from place to place. Nobody from Georgetown would ever believe you’d become a successful military man.”

He had raised the next sensitive subject. “Well, I wanted to talk to you about that as well. I don’t think I’m going to stay in the military,” I confessed. “I want to teach one day, perhaps mathematics. I seem to have a good head for it.”

He looked up, suddenly furious. “Teach? Teach mathematics?” he sputtered, agape. “You might as well have stayed here and driven a team and hauled hides!”

“Well,” I persisted, “I might be able to teach mathematics in the military. Perhaps even at West Point.”

“So the men can count the number of Black Hawk arrows in their backs? Oh, preserve me from this nonsense!” he cried, throwing up his hands in disbelief. “Did you hear this?” he exclaimed to Simpson, then turned back to me. “Mathematics! You know what mathematics is good for, Hiram?” he shouted. “For adding up the money in your pocket!”

“My name is Ulysses now,” I said. “Or Sam.”

“You call yourself whatever you want, boy,” he said, “but you’ll never be other than Useless as far as I can see!”

• • •


By the time my furlough ended, the outline of a plan began to emerge to me. I had no real interest in being a soldier. If there was no future in soldiering for Sherman, who had the temperament to be a great soldier, what future was there for a quiet and reserved lad who slouched, dressed messily, and, when asked, said what he thought? I would have to muddle through and keep my nose clean. As for Useful Grant, I came to see the matter as my father did—my deception would work because there was nothing to stop it from working.

And so I returned to West Point, where I made one friend among the incoming plebes that year, a fellow who reminded me of me—quiet and reserved, even-tempered, hesitant to call attention to himself. His name was Simon Bolivar Buckner, after Bolívar, the liberator of South America. People immediately paired us up—Uncle Sam and Simon Bolivar. We became friends as only two shy people can.

My third year was a good one, because horseback riding was added to the curriculum. I was a better rider than the other cadets, better than our instructor as well. I could do the tricks I used to do as a boy in Georgetown—riding while standing, jumping, spinning to the side of the horse and hiding behind his flanks. West Point had a large sorrel named York, a powerful, long-legged animal two hands taller than every other horse in the stable. No cadet was allowed to ride him, but after a few sessions I mastered the beast. I became known throughout the corps of cadets as the little fellow who rode York, and won the admiration of many of those who otherwise would not have noticed me.

By the time my last year at West Point came around, I was focused on the prospect of graduating and securing an appointment teaching mathematics. My roommate that year was a fellow named Fred Dent, who spent his time working (in vain, as it turned out) to avoid becoming the class “goat”—the fellow last in the rankings. This required a full-time effort on his part, as Fred had little in the way of academic aptitude. On the other hand, his poor performance liberated him from worrying about where he would be assigned to duty, since only the infantry would be open to him.

In my fourth and final year I also had the chance to look over two of the more interesting new plebes—Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson and George McClellan.

Jackson arrived as if he were dumped off the back of a cart. He was a perfect rube, dressed in homemade overalls that smelled of the mules he drove over the rocky hillsides of his backwoods Virginia home. “I have no interest in friends,” he said to us. This was fortunate, as he had none. When you said hello to him he would regard you with an evil eye before mumbling inaudibly and turning away. He was also good at sweating: When called upon in class, he would exude moisture until his clothing made a smacking sound against his skin. Years later, when he was whipping McClellan or Hooker with his daring and composure in battle, I sometimes wondered if it could possibly be the same lad.

I remember seeing Jackson standing in line for the registrar—just as I had, three years before—together with McClellan. McClellan, later to be the terrified commander of the Union army whom Lincoln would dismiss, was as polished as Jackson was raw and as phony as Jackson was authentic, even if Jackson was only authentically crazy. McClellan was just sixteen and had already attended the University of Pennsylvania for two years. He was said to be a prodigy, and his family was well connected. Whether he was a prodigy, I wasn’t sure. But he was self-infatuated, posturing, presumptuous, and condescending. That much I knew with certainty.

I was watching the new plebes as I sat with Ingalls, Buckner, and Dent on the same steps on which Sherman, Rosecrans, and Thomas sat the day I arrived. McClellan fidgeted while he waited in line: He seemed unused to waiting for anything or anybody and unwilling to learn how to do so. Jackson stood in front of him, not happy, of course—Jackson never was happy—but contented to stand in place as long as nobody accosted him with conversation. His contentment was short-lived. If his backwoods appearance and odor didn’t attract enough notice, he was inexplicably holding his left arm straight up. It was the same arm, of course, that would be amputated at Chancellorsville and given its own burial, only to prowl the Union lines from beyond the grave, or so frightened Federal soldiers thought.

The sight of this smelly, dirty farm boy, his sweat-stained saddlebags holding his meager worldly goods, standing rigidly but not unhappily with his left arm in the air, wore McClellan down. “If you don’t mind,” he finally blurted out, drumming Jackson’s shoulder from behind, “why are you holding your arm up in the air?”

Jackson turned to McClellan with startling quickness. “I’m trying to even out the humors in my body, sir. I suffer from dyspepsia, and as a result, the left side of my body is weak, at risk of death. But the right half of my body is fine. If I hold this arm up, it will redistribute the humors through the body, which aids both digestion and sleep.” Then, with his right hand, Jackson produced a lemon from his overalls and bit into it with enthusiasm, spitting the rind to the ground. “Lemons help, too,” he said, and turned from McClellan as if they had been discussing the weather.

McClellan stood stupefied. He wondered, I’m sure, how a lad so backward, smelly, and stupid could have been admitted to West Point as his classmate and peer. But the fact is, if the Civil War had been fought between Jackson and McClellan, the South would have won in as little time as it would take McClellan to wet himself.

• • •

It became obvious to me in my last year that a mathematics teaching appointment at West Point was not going to be forthcoming, given my mediocre record, and I was going to have to pick a unit in which to serve. I was not going to find myself in the engineering corps, or even the artillery, where Sherman had landed. In fact, seven of the previous year’s class—standouts such as Rosecrans, Earl Van Dorn, and A. P. Hill—were let into the Corps of Engineers, meaning there would be less room for my class when it graduated. All the clever fellows who ordinarily would have been made engineers would end up in topography or ordnance, and all the fellows who ordinarily would have gone into topography or ordnance would end up in artillery and the dragoons, and all the fellows in artillery or the dragoons would end up in cavalry, and so on, leaving little room for a fellow at the bottom of the pile such as myself. If I was to avoid the infantry, it would have to be by virtue of my horsemanship getting me into the cavalry.

Horsemanship! Exactly! An idea suddenly occurred to me. The graduation exercises, only weeks away, were to include a demonstration of horsemanship. With only the slightest cajoling I was able to get the riding master to give me a special place on the program.

The long wooden benches in the riding hall were crowded with spectators on that final day, as various cadets paraded around the ring, brandishing their swords, spurring their mounts to rear into the air, and then racing them down the center aisle of the tanbark floor and taking them over the jumping bar, usually set around three feet.

When they were done, the riding master, following our agreement, came out alone, walked down the center aisle to the jumping bar, and reset it so that it was higher than his head—six feet, three inches, it was, a full six inches higher than the world record at that time. A murmur of anticipation spread through the crowd as he turned and shouted, “Cadet Grant!”

It was all the setup I needed. I rode York out of the ranks of cadets and cantered him down to the far end of the riding hall, then wheeled and galloped him down the center. York was magnificent, looking up about thirty yards away to see the bar and understanding immediately its meaning. He thundered closer and when I almost began to worry he was getting too close, he threw his long, strong front legs into the air and sailed up as if weightless, his body stretched into a magnificent parabola, and I felt my own body become weightless for an instant as we went up and over the bar together.

There was a thunderous ovation when we landed on the other side. I wheeled and doffed my hat to the crowd and heard the riding master cry, “Class dismissed!” Hats went into the air and I was suddenly besieged with congratulating friends and admirers. The jump record I set stood for a quarter century. Let them try to keep me out of the cavalry now, I thought.

I was now a West Point graduate.

I packed my things the next day and got on the ferry for my long trip back to Bethel. My assignment came several weeks later. I was promoted to second lieutenant and ordered to report to the Jefferson Barracks at St. Louis, Missouri. True to form, the army had just assigned the world-record high-jumping horseman to the infantry.
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ARRIVAL AT JEFFERSON BARRACKS—COURTSHIP OF MRS. GRANT—THE INVASION OF MEXICO—AN ENCOUNTER WITH LEE





MRS. GRANT CAME BY a moment ago with her pet theologian, that Methodist Bible-thumper Dr. Newman. He’s hoping to run in and sprinkle me with some kind of water to reclaim my heathen soul the moment I die, which won’t be long now. In two shakes of a cat’s tail, he’ll be jabbering how I accepted the word of God in my final hours and died secure in the knowledge that Christ was my savior. At least Sitting Bull wanted to scalp Custer in the heat of battle, although Custer was shot in the head before the chief had the opportunity. Newman, in contrast, intends to scalp my eternal soul only after I’m dead and defenseless.


It’s like that old story about the soldier who comes back to camp to present his general with the leg of an enemy soldier. “Why didn’t you bring me the head?” the general asked.

“It was already taken,” the soldier said.

Mrs. Grant first brought Newman around a few months ago, as I was trying to write. “Ulys, there’s someone I’d like you to meet,” she said with that combination of coy sweetness and petulant insistence she had from the day I met her.

Newman sat down at my bedside and smiled the most unctuous smile I’d ever seen—a quick look convinced me I had better things to do than find out who he was. “Go away,” I told him.

“This is Dr. Newman, Ulys,” Mrs. Grant corrected me. “He’s here to give you ministration for the world to come,” she said, patting my hand.

“I don’t need Dr. Newman to give me ministration for the world to come,” I told her. “I need Dr. Douglas to give me another shot of morphine to prepare me for the afternoon to come.”

“But Ulys,” Mrs. Grant insisted, “you need to commemorate the Lord’s Supper if you want to go to heaven.”

“Julia, I need to finish this book if you want to eat supper after I do!”

Mrs. Grant led her preacher out of the room. Since then, she’s brought him back on several occasions to see if disease has yet robbed me of my sensibilities. Much to her disappointment, I have remained lucid and resisted his effort. Now they sneak about together, checking to see if I’m in the throes of my final crisis, or perhaps just passed. If you’re still warm, you’re fair game for the Lord.

The Lord! That magnificent figment of my mother’s obsessed imagination! Where was the Lord when I let Meade send thousands to die in fifteen brutal minutes at Cold Harbor? Where was the Lord when my injured men prayed for His mercy as they were consumed by the brush fires at the Wilderness? Why did He choose to save those three Biblical pups, Shadrach, Meshach, and the other fellow, from their flames and let thousands of my men die in theirs? The Lord was too busy listening to the prayers of deadbeats like Newman. The Lord my rear end.

Besides, Mrs. Grant couldn’t give a fig for the Lord. All she wants is a properly sanctified corpse when the time comes. Which won’t be long now.

• • •


I arrived at the Jefferson Barracks in September 1843, the jumping-off point for most military endeavors out West, where white men negotiated with Indians and then killed them. The post was an enormous three square miles of whitewashed and red brick buildings, a city in its own right set against a rolling, forested wilderness. I led my mount through the main gates and stopped the first soldier I saw to ask for directions.


“I am Lieutenant Grant,” I said officiously, “here to report to the Fourth Infantry.”

The soldier turned quickly. “I know that voice! It’s my little friend Grant!” he said.

My shoulders hunched. It was Longstreet, Sherman’s loutish friend.

“Grant, my sweetie-pie,” he said as he looked up at me. He was juicily working a plug of tobacco about his mouth. “How was your last year at the Point?”

“The same as yours was, Street. I didn’t make the cavalry or dragoons, so I’m here.”

“Oh, it ain’t so bad,” Longstreet drawled. “The food’s pretty good, and young officers like us are the toast of St. Louis. There’s some high-grade poontang out there for the taking”—he grinned—“and some lesser grades, too, if you want to part with a few bucks.”

“I’ll be fine, Street,” I mumbled.

“Hell, yes, you will,” Longstreet said, missing my point. “Say, did you hear about Buell? He’s here, too. Already in trouble—hit an enlisted man with his saber a few months back. Pounded him good. They court-martialed him.”

No surprise there. “Is he in the brig?”

“Hell, no. He was acquitted. You don’t expect a bunch of officers to condemn a fellow just for whipping an enlisted man, do you?”

The leniency showed Buell exemplified the nature of military practice at Jefferson Barracks. Many of the senior officers were drunks or martinets. My own captain, a fellow named Buchanan, proved to be a good example of the latter, demanding compliance with a host of petty rules and procedures solely for his own amusement.

The barracks’ primary activity was the most common one in the military—waiting. Soldiers waited there to fight Indians, and many men at the fort told tales of successful skirmishes against the red man, which upon reflection was unsurprising, since the men who fought unsuccessful skirmishes against them did not report back.

When the men at Jefferson Barracks weren’t waiting, they were arguing, usually over Texas.


Texas had declared its independence from Mexico in 1836, and from the moment it did, the slave states saw it as fertile ground for their political expansion. Slavery’s adherents, such as Longstreet and Fred Dent, who was also stationed there, argued in wild, elliptical terms for its incorporation into the Union.


“Andy Jackson says if we don’t take Texas, Great Britain will,” Fred held forth. “He says they’ll use it as a base for stirring up a slave revolt in the South and then seize the Mississippi Valley in the resulting turmoil.”

“That’s ridiculous,” I told him plainly. “Why would Great Britain start a war in the South when it depends on Southern cotton for its manufactures?”

“Well, that’s what Andy Jackson says.” Fred shrugged. His command of politics was as superficial as his command of his academic subjects at West Point. Fred was soon dispatched to the Great Plains, an assignment that disappointed him immensely. He was afraid that, if war over Texas ever came, he would be too busy killing Indians to kill Mexicans. Moreover, Fred’s family lived only a few miles from the barracks. He insisted I visit them after he left, and after a few months of languishing around the barracks and practicing my sitting and pipe smoking, I headed out to the Dent family farm.

As I rode up the front path, I wondered if I had taken a wrong turn and ended up in the Deep South. A few slave children dressed in tatters played in the front yard along with a white girl in crinolines, aged about eight. A mammy was sweeping the porch, working around a disagreeable-looking, corpulent, balding man in a rocker. He was reading a newspaper while muttering under his breath. “Black Julia, you damned Auntie,” he swore as he looked up, “can’t you watch where you’re sweeping? I’m trying to read about how Henry Clay and those nefarious Whig traitors are trying to take your happy home away. Thank the Lord Democrats like Andy Jackson are fighting for your right to be a slave!” He shuddered as he contemplated the Whig propensity for abolition.

I was taking in the scene when the youngsters took note of me. “It’s a soldierman!” one of the slave children shouted.

In an instant there was a swarm of giggles and stares around me. “Look! He’s as cute as a doll!” the little white girl chirped—back then, clean-shaven and fresh-faced, I suppose I was. The old man looked up from his newspaper and stared at me warily, when the front door swung open and a small, lovely woman with a graceful smile and bright gray eyes came out of the house. “Children! Go and play,” she said.

I dismounted and took off my hat. “Mrs. Dent?” She nodded pleasantly. “My name is Sam Grant.”

“Sam Grant! Fred said you would come to visit one day!” Mrs. Dent shook my hand and walked me up to the porch. “Colonel, this is Sam Grant, Fred’s roommate from West Point.”

The old man squinted and then suddenly burst into delighted comprehension. “Of course! Why, this is a pleasure, Lieutenant Grant! Sit yourself down here and make yourself right at home!” He looked about agitatedly for either a chair or a slave to bring him one. “Black Julia, damn your hide, where are you? Get this man a proper chair!” He smiled at me as the Auntie positioned a second rocker next to his, as if he was bestowing a privilege on me, and for the next two hours I barely said another word. Off he went, telling me about his plantation—farm was more like it, but he had eighteen slaves and fancied himself a true Southern plantationer, right down to assuming for himself the traditional Southern honorific of Colonel, even though the closest he ever came to an army was reading about one in the St. Louis Republican.

Dent—the Colonel—had a thousand acres, about a mile and a half square, which he named White Haven, after some place in England he imagined he was from. He devoted his time to supervising the plantation, which meant sitting, rocking, reading, smoking, drinking, suing his neighbors, harboring strong and unfounded opinions, hectoring his four sons (of whom my roommate, Fred, Jr., was the youngest), and worshiping his three daughters.

The two youngest Dent girls lived at home—Emmy, the eight-year-old, and Nellie, who was sixteen. The third daughter, Julia—the same name as my lost Ohio love—was eighteen, away at a boarding school in St. Louis because, little Emmy confided, “Papa wants to teach her to act more proper. But he gives her anything she wants anyway.”

Both Emmy and Nellie resembled their mother, a handsome woman of such obvious breeding and discernment that her presence in the midst of the wilderness outside St. Louis was anomalous. She welcomed me to White Haven and urged me to take it as a second home while I was stationed at Jefferson.

I spent many an evening there on the Dents’ veranda—the old man called it a piazza, tempering his Southern pretensions with Continental ones—sipping sweet tea and having supper, and discussing politics, which meant explaining the realities of the Mexican situation to Mrs. Dent while the Colonel spouted invective at the Whigs in general and Henry Clay in particular. But I was unperturbed by having a garrulous old man around me, having been raised by one, and enjoyed the comforts of a home and Mrs. Dent’s sociability. Moreover, her two charming daughters led me to wonder about the third. If Julia was her father’s favorite and the fairest of the three, think what I might expect! Perhaps this was Fred’s plan all along—to fix me up with his beautiful sister. In fact, having been to boarding school, she no doubt had an extra helping of charm to go with her mother’s breeding. I began to anticipate her return as eagerly as her own family did, but for wholly different reasons.

• • •

I was sitting with the Dents on the veranda—the piazza—one afternoon when I spied a trail of dust coming down the road. But rather than the carriage I expected, a large brown mare suddenly cantered briskly around the turn, atop her a short, broad-shouldered figure in a buckskin coat, full blue skirt, and a broad leather hat tucked tightly on her head. The mare stopped and with a single fluid motion the rider threw her right leg over the horse’s rump and glided down to the ground. She brushed off her jacket with two gloved hands, laid her hat on the pommel of her saddle, and spat on the ground without missing a beat.

“Julia,” Mrs. Dent admonished, “I thought we agreed expectorating isn’t ladylike.”

“I’m sure we did, Mother,” she said. “I’ll try to be better soon.” Not a soul believed her.

Mrs. Dent sighed with resignation and the Colonel rushed forward. “How is Daddy’s little girl!” he shouted, and he embraced her as they turned together in a circle.

“Oh, Daddy,” she said, “I’ve missed you and White Haven ever so much!”

Ever so much! It was like meeting two girls at once—one who rode like a banshee and spat, another a Southern Belle. I took a good look at the old man’s flower. She was round—not fat, but certainly plump—and short, with thinning hair in a small brown bun. Her complexion was a pleasing rosy blond, suggesting time spent outdoors. Her features were average at best, plain and straight. All told, she might have been presentable in an unexceptional way were it not for her right eye, which seemed to go wherever it wanted to, regardless of where the other eye was pointing, a condition called strabismus. Julia, far from being a lithe, enchanting reproduction of her mother or sisters, was a female, cross-eyed version of her old man.
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